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Abstract 
 
This study reports on a ceramic analysis of nearly 1500 surface-collected 
potsherds from five unexcavated sites on the river terrace at Aztec Ruins National 
Monument, including the Aztec North great house. I conducted a detailed attribute 
analysis and mean ceramic dating.   
 The mean ceramic date for Aztec North is AD 1104±39, while other terrace sites 
have later mean dates.  Based on these dates, it appears that Aztec North was constructed 
before or contemporaneously with Aztec West, and it might have been the first structure 
in the Terrace Community.  These data support the theory that, even at this earliest 
moment, Aztec Ruins was already being planned as a unified landscape or even as a new 
Chaco.  Moreover, the trade ware assemblages in the Terrace Community support the 
notion that people at this site were tied into Chacoan exchange networks.   
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Chapter 1. Introduction 
Today, Aztec Ruins National Monument is a popular archaeological destination 
in northern New Mexico. For many visitors, a chief attraction is its accessibility.  Unlike 
remote archaeological sites like Chaco Canyon, Hovenweep, or Chimney Rock, Aztec 
Ruins is just off the main road in town.  This is no accident.  The modern town of Aztec 
was established in the 19th century as a farming community along the bottomlands of the 
Animas River, which was probably also a major reason why Ancient Puebloans built their 
community here around AD 11001.  The Animas is a relatively large, year-round river 
that has the great virtue of being fed by mountain snowpack from Colorado rather than 
by unpredictable New Mexico rains.  
 Most visitors today only see one component at the park: Aztec West, a huge and 
imposing “great house” excavated by archaeologist Earl Morris primarily between 1916 
and 1922.  With three-story walls, fine sandstone masonry with inlays of green stone, 
well-preserved thousand-year-old wood beams, and a huge and atmospheric 
reconstruction of a great kiva, it is an impressive place to visit.  Visitors also learn, in the 
park’s museum and trail guide, about Aztec’s relationship to the regional power center, a 
place called Chaco Canyon. 
A few visitors take specially-scheduled tours of a neighboring site called Aztec 
East.  As they wander through the brambles with a park ranger, these visitors will realize 
that the mound they are looking at is a second, largely unexcavated site almost as large as 
Aztec West. 	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
1 All dates are AD. 
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Observant visitors might look up and see the low hill that stands behind Aztec 
West.  They probably will not notice how some windows in Aztec West also have views of 
that low hill. 
Figure 1-1 Looking north from Aztec West, a view of the river terrace. Photo by the author. 
 
 
That hill—sometimes called a mesa but technically a river terrace—is the subject 
of this thesis.  The Aztec Ruins complex, well known for the two great houses in the 
valley, includes a third great house on top of the terrace.  Aztec North is not just a great 
house, but a great house surrounded by what was once a busy community of people living 
and working at a series of residential sites spread across the terrace.  There is every reason 
to think that the people who lived at Aztec in the early to mid 1100s saw all three great 
houses as part of the same whole.  The symmetry among the three great houses is 
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remarkable, intentional and (as will be discussed later) may represent an effort to recreate 
the sacred landscape of Chaco Canyon in a new place.   
The Terrace Community and Aztec North 
There are some 37 identified archaeological sites on the terrace top, most of 
which were small residences.  I refer to this larger community as the Terrace Community.  
One site, however, stands out from the rest: Aztec North is a great house in almost every 
sense.  It has been conservatively measured at 37 meters by 53 meters, with over 100 
rooms, and a D-shaped layout that will look familiar to anyone who has visited Chaco 
Canyon (Stein and McKenna 1988).  What is missing, though, is the kind of stone 
masonry that visitors marvel at in Chaco Canyon, or at Aztec West.  This great house 
was, as far as anyone can tell from the surface, made mostly of adobe rather than the 
finely shaped tabular sandstone of most Chacoan great houses.  What remains of its walls 
today are chunks of adobe, with lines of large, rounded river cobbles.  
The great house, called Aztec North, has never been excavated.  It has barely 
been researched.  The only significant work that has been done on Aztec North or, 
indeed, on the Terrace Community as a whole, is pedestrian survey.   Before the National 
Monument was expanded in the 1980s to include part of the terrace top, archaeologists 
John Stein and Peter McKenna spent four days walking the terrace, mapping sites, and 
collecting surface artifacts.  They published a report of their work, but it was intended to 
be merely preliminary to more research (Stein and McKenna 1988).  After the acquisition 
of the terrace, the National Park Service did additional survey work and mapping, 
collecting more surface artifacts, but little research has occurred on the terrace since then 
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Summary of Research  
This thesis reports on an analysis of the ceramics collected from the surface in 
those two rounds of pedestrian survey.  Over the summer of 2014, with training and 
guidance from Lori Reed, a park archaeologist at Aztec Ruins who is a foremost expert 
on the analysis of ceramics in this region,  I microscopically analyzed nearly 1500 
potsherds from five Terrace Community sites, including the great house, three small 
house sites, and one other site closely related to the great house.  In addition to recording 
formal, technological and decorative attributes for each sherd, I also categorized sherds 
into traditions (which correspond to the geographic areas from which they came) and 
ceramic types (which have chronological significance).   
Based on the attribute analysis and typing, I conducted data analysis to answer a 
series of research questions, beginning with the chronology of Aztec North and the 
Terrace Community sites but also addressing the bigger problems of understanding the 
place of Aztec North within the Aztec complex, within the Totah region of northern New 
Mexico, and within the Chacoan World.   
Thesis Overview 
My research questions, methodology and results are detailed in later chapters, but 
I begin with context, discussing the development of Chaco Canyon and the Totah region 
at the beginning of the 1100s.  Chapter 2 of the thesis is a brief discussion of what is 
known about Chaco Canyon at its peak.  Chapter 3 introduces the Totah region in which 
Aztec is found.  It then discusses previous research at Aztec, focusing on how the complex 
as a whole is believed to relate to Chaco and other parts of the region.   
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With this background in place, I then turn to my own research, summarizing my 
research methods in Chapter 4 and reporting the results in Chapter 5.  Chapter 6 will 
discuss the significance of the research results and attempt to draw some big-picture 
conclusions from it. 
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Chapter 2.  Chaco Canyon and its Outliers 
 
 This thesis is about a great house and its community at Aztec Ruins, a community 
that lies in a region of northern New Mexico known as the Totah.  Nonetheless, its story 
begins and, perhaps, ends with Chaco, and so I will also begin with an introduction to 
what was happening in Chaco and the greater Chacoan region at a particular moment in 
time.  In the next chapter, moving to progressively smaller scales of analysis, I will focus 
on the Totah as a region before further narrowing to the Aztec complex and the Terrace 
Community. 
Great Houses at Chaco Canyon  
 The origins of the buildings that later became the Chacoan great houses of Pueblo 
Bonito, Una Vida and Peñasco Blanco can be traced to as early as the 800s, the end of a 
period that is referred to as Pueblo I (Windes and Ford 1992; Wilshusen and Van Dyke 
2006).  However, Chacoan construction was most expansive during the Pueblo II (or 
“PII”) period (900-1140),  During the 900s, Una Vida and Pueblo Bonito were expanded, 
but the real building boom began after about 1020, when the new great houses of Chetro 
Ketl, Hungo Pavi and Pueblo Alto were constructed near Pueblo Bonito, and it continued 
with major construction between 1075 and 1115 (Lekson 1986, 2007).  The triumvirate of 
Pueblo Bonito, its neighbor to the east Chetro Ketl, and Pueblo Alto on the mesa top to 
the north of them are particularly significant for our purposes, as it has been argued that 
Aztec Ruins attempts to recreate this triangular landscape with its three great houses 
(Van Dyke 2008, 2009). 
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The period of 1040-1100 is known as the Classic Bonito phase of PII and is 
generally seen as the peak of Chacoan construction and power.  The great houses of this 
period were characterized by large rooms, timbered roofs, site terracing, and a distinctive 
and very laborious masonry style made with a veneer of carefully shaped tabular 
sandstone, filled with a rubble core.  Many of the great houses had multiple stories and 
hundreds of rooms.  The expenditure of labor on these constructions was enormous, 
particularly considering that the painstaking masonry was often plastered over in white so 
that the stonework could not even be seen.  Many great houses had a characteristic shape, 
with the mass of rooms in a bracket-shaped block and a narrow arc of rooms forming a D 
(Lekson 1986; Lekson ed. 2007). 
Chaco Canyon at its peak was also characterized by wide, straight roads leading in 
the cardinal directions and astronomical alignments to the cycle of the sun and perhaps 
also of the moon (Kincaid et al. 1987; Nials et al. 1983; Roney 1992; Sofaer 2008).  The 
great houses were full of exotic goods and ceremonial objects.  At Pueblo Bonito, rooms 
held thousands of turquoise beads and pieces as well as shell trumpets from the Gulf of 
California, skeletons of macaws from southern Mexico, Mexican copper bells, jet 
ornaments, and a large cache of cylindrical ceramic vessels whose residues have tested 
positive for cacao, also an import from southern Mexico (Crown and Hurst 2009; Neitzel 
2003; Toll 2001; Pepper 1905, 1996[1920]; Van Dyke 2007).  Rich elite burials in the 
back rooms of Pueblo Bonito are unprecedented in the Southwest United States (Akins 
2003; Pepper 1996[1920]).  Great houses also had storerooms full of what appeared to be 
ritual caches such as wooden prayer sticks (Vivian et al. 1978; Pepper 1905, 1996[1920]).  
The Late Bonito phase, 1100-1140, marked changes and, eventually, decline at 
Chaco Canyon.  During the early part of this period, construction continued, but the 
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building style changed dramatically to what is called McElmo style masonry.  McElmo 
buildings are characterized by larger, blockier masonry (as opposed to the finer tabular 
sandstone of earlier construction) and also have a distinctive layout.  Among the McElmo 
great houses at Chaco Canyon are Tsin Kletzin, Casa Chiquita and Kin Kletso.  
Archaeologists originally saw McElmo as a development originating in the Northern San 
Juan (and thus it is named for a creek in that region).  Many archaeologists now 
understand McElmo not as an intrusion from the north but as a continuation of Chaco 
Canyon architectural development (Lekson 2007), as a Chaco-directed revitalization 
project after a downturn in crop productivity (Sebastian 1992) or as a Chacoan effort to 
make do with a smaller labor force (Van Dyke 2004).  Others, however, continue to view 
McElmo architecture as evidence of cultural discontinuity, with a new group arriving in 
Chaco Canyon (Wills 2009).  As discussed below, ceramic decoration technology also 
changed in this period, with a region-wide shift from mineral to organic paints. 
Construction ceased in Chaco Canyon by about 1130, and activity in the canyon, 
including the import of exotic wares, declined markedly after that point.  Climatological 
research suggests that a major drought set in between 1130 and 1180, likely causing crop 
failure (Vivian et al. 2006).  The post-Chacoan period, called Pueblo III, began at around 
1140.  Although the canyon had some limited habitation beyond 1140, that date is 
generally seen as the end of the Chacoan period, with major northward migrations taking 
place after that date (Van Dyke 2007).  Several archaeologists have argued that the center 
of power at this time shifted from Chaco northward to Aztec Ruins (Lekson 1999; Van 
Dyke 2007; Brown et al. 2008). 
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Outliers and the Chaco Pilgrimage Model 
Early archaeologists treated the great houses as “apartment buildings,” assuming 
that the massive architecture represented residential buildings like those of the modern 
Pueblo people—dwellings for large populations (Kluckhohn and Reiter, eds. 1939; Vivian 
1990).  In the 1980s, it became increasingly apparent that populations at Chaco Canyon 
were too small to fit that model.  In recent decades, many archaeologists have come to see 
Chaco Canyon not as a city or an economic redistribution center but as a ceremonial 
center and a destination of pilgrimage (Renfrew 2001; Toll 2001; Van Dyke 2007).  In 
this view, Chaco Canyon had only a small permanent population, perhaps consisting 
largely of high-status religious practitioners, with the monumental architecture serving a 
dual role of accommodating and, perhaps more importantly, impressing pilgrims who 
would periodically stream into the canyon from across the Chacoan world.  This model 
has the benefit of explaining the mysteriously hearth-less and window-less back rooms of 
the great houses:  they were not built to house people but to create massive and imposing 
constructions. The model also explains the immense and numerous great kivas within the 
canyon, as these would be needed to accommodate the many visitors who came for 
religious ceremonies.  And it explains the large caches of unique objects such as cylinder 
vessels, wooden altar pieces, canes, and other apparently ritual items that were found in 
the back rooms of Pueblo Bonito and Chetro Ketl.   
 For those who see Chaco Canyon as the center of a regional system2, the 
developments at Chaco Canyon itself are just one part of the Chacoan story.  At the same 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
2	  Not all scholars agree with the notion of Chaco Canyon as the ceremonial pilgrimage 
center of a massive region ceremonial pilgrimage network.  For certain archaeologists, 
Chaco remains a largely local phenomenon, with little solid evidence for the kind of 
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time that Chaco Canyon’s great houses were being built and expanded, Chacoan ideas 
seem to have been taking root throughout the region (e.g. Kantner and Mahoney eds. 
2000; Marshall et al. 1979; Lekson 1991; Powers et al. 1983; Van Dyke 2007).  At so-
called “outliers” around the Four Corners, people began to construct great houses and 
great kivas within local communities that had previously been marked only by small 
family-sized pueblos and pit structures,.  Outlier great houses are often associated with 
roads and great kivas as well.  Certain material culture, such as ceramics and lithics, have 
been investigated for patterns suggesting the existence of exchange networks. For 
example, the widespread distribution of pink Narbona Pass (Washington Pass) chert 
appears to be a characteristic of exchange systems during the Chacoan period (Toll 
2008).   However, outlier material culture tends to include far fewer ritual or exotic goods 
than are found in the great houses of Chaco Canyon (Durand 2003:153-154).  
The exchange of ceramics made in different regions is a characteristic of the 
Chacoan world during this period.  In particular, ceramics from the Chuska mountains,  
about 50 miles west of Chaco, make up an enormous percentage of pottery found both in 
the canyon and at outlier sites.   At Chaco Canyon sites, for example, Chuska pottery 
often makes up 30% or more of an assemblage (Toll and McKenna 1997; Toll 1985: 
133).  This may have to do with their thermal properties, but the quality of ceramics is 
not the only factor at play.  The existence of trade networks was also important.  
Moreover, trade goods that were once seen simply as evidence of economic exchange are 
increasingly seen as having special social meaning.  Pottery and other artifacts imported 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
pilgrimage aggregations that other archaeologists see (Judge ed. 1984; Judge 1989; Plog 
and Watson 2012; Ware 2014).   
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from special places may, in a sense, carry a piece of that place with them and may 
therefore be particularly valued (Mills 2007; Spielmann 2002; Ward 2006). 
Ceramics during this period show remarkably similar decoration across vast 
distances, with changes in design and technology occurring pan-regionally at about the 
same time.  For example, during the Classic Bonito phase, archaeologists see a dramatic 
shift across the region from mostly solid designs to hachure designs (Washburn 2011; see 
also Neitzel and Bishop 1990).  Another important pan-regional change is the Late 
Bonito phase shift from mineral paint to organic paint.  This shift occurs around 1140 
(Toll and McKenna 1997).  This shift is also linked to a pottery type known as McElmo.  
Chaco McElmo pottery is essentially the last pottery type found in large numbers at 
Chaco Canyon.	   It is the only pottery type commonly found at Chaco Canyon that uses 
organic paint; all earlier types use mineral paint.  Chapter 4, below, includes greater 
detail about ceramic technologies and typologies for this region.  
	   12 
Chapter 3. Aztec and the Totah 
Having addressed some of the basic history of Chaco Canyon and its ceramics, I 
now turn to a discussion of the Totah region in which Aztec Ruins is located, before 
focusing on Aztec itself. 
The Totah 
 Totah is the Navajo word for this region of New Mexico and has been translated 
as “rivers coming together” (McKenna and Toll 1992: 133).  The word nicely captures 
one of the most important characteristics of the region: it is the place where the San Juan 
River, the Animas River and the La Plata River all converge.  Centered at Farmington, 
New Mexico, the Totah includes Aztec Ruins, the site of Salmon Ruins on the San Juan 
River slightly to the south in Bloomfield, sites on the San Juan in Farmington, and sites in 
the La Plata Valley to the west of Farmington.  The archaeology of this region, lying 
between Chaco Canyon to the south and the Northern San Juan (Mesa Verde) region to 
the north, has historically been defined largely in terms of influence from both of those 
regions, and it has especially been associated with the Mesa Verde region.  In recent 
decades, however, archaeologists have begun more consciously differentiating the 
prehistory of this region from that of its neighbors to the north and south, while trying to 
understand its relationship to both of them in more nuanced ways.3  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
3 Some archaeologists have referred to the Totah as the “Middle San Juan.”  I have 
chosen to use Totah to reduce the confusion of constant reference to the “Northern San 
Juan” and “Middle San Juan.”  I might not go so far as to say, as Toll does, that “[t]he 
Something San Juan and the San Juan Something have been so badly overworked as to 
become completely confused and misleading,” (Toll 2008: 311) but his point is well taken.  
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Figure 3-1 Map of the Totah, in relation to the Mesa Verde region and Chaco Canyon (Toll 2008: 
312).  
 
 The Totah region is believed to have had a relatively small population prior to 
about AD 1080, but it saw a construction boom starting in the late 11th century.  This 
trend is visible not only in the number of new habitations but also in the appearance of 
large Chaco-style great houses.  Two Totah sites are particularly notable for their size 	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
Much of my project in this paper, moreover, is to differentiate the local pottery at Aztec 
Ruins from pottery that originated further to the north, despite an archaeological history 
in which they have often been lumped together.  In that same spirit, I use the term Totah 
in recognition of the region’s own identity, separate from other regions.  
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and their apparently strong links to Chaco Canyon (McKenna and Toll 1992).  One of 
these, Salmon Ruins, has been extensively researched and interpreted, first by Cynthia 
Irwin-Williams  (Irwin-Williams and Shelley 1980) and, more recently, by Paul Reed and 
his colleagues working on the Salmon Research Initiative (P. Reed 2008).  At Aztec 
Ruins, Aztec West has also been the subject of a great deal of research, but the larger 
Aztec complex, and especially Aztec North, the subject of this thesis, remains less fully 
understood.   
 The region encompasses not just the confluence of the three rivers, but also their 
drainages.  The Animas, the San Juan and the La Plata all have their origins in 
neighboring mountain ranges, and both the Animas and the La Plata flow into the San 
Juan near the modern-day city of Farmington.  The La Plata is the smallest of the three, 
but all three are permanent rivers fed by mountain snowpack, as opposed to the more 
ephemeral waterways of Chaco Canyon, which are fed by seasonal rains and may rage 
one day and be dry a few days later.  
In the 900s, populations in the Totah were largely concentrated in the La Plata 
valley and their habitations were generally small and lacked public spaces (McKenna and 
Toll 1992; Morris 1939).  There are also great house sites on the southern bank of the 
San Juan River in Farmington, including the Point, Tommy and Sterling sites 
(Wheelbarger 2008).  By 1100, however, the focus of construction had largely shifted 
eastward, to Salmon Ruins and Aztec Ruins (McKenna and Toll 1992).  
Salmon Ruins, on the San Juan River, was constructed starting around 1090 (P. 
Reed 2008). Salmon Ruins has been extensively excavated and investigated, and much of 
the ceramic research I draw on in this thesis came from work done on Salmon 
assemblages (L. Reed 2006, 2008; Washburn and Reed 2011). 
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Aztec Ruins:  Geography and Ecology 
The Animas River runs southwest into New Mexico from the San Juan mountains 
of southern Colorado.  Beginning slightly north of Aztec, and from there to its confluence 
with the San Juan River in Farmington, the Animas runs through a wide valley that has 
been described as bottom lands ideal for agriculture (Richert 1964).  The riverbank at 
Aztec is lined with cottonwoods and willows and is home to many animals including 
amphibians and birds, while the terraces above have a more arid ecosystem (Richert 
1964; Stein and McKenna 1988).  The cottonwoods along the river, seen from the 
Terrace Community, are a distinct line on the landscape even in modern, well-irrigated 
Aztec. 
The river terrace at Aztec Ruins, though sometimes called a mesa, is actually a 
fairly low landform rising gently from the valley, and with a maximum elevation of only 
about 30 meters higher than the valley (Stein and McKenna 1988: 2).  It consists of 
mixed gravel and cobble that evidences its geological origins.  The Animas River valley 
was glaciated in the late Pleistocene, and the deposits in the Aztec area consist of 
sediments washed downstream as the glacier melted.  These have been reworked into the 
river terraces we see today (Price 2010).  This is, therefore, no sandstone canyonland 
mesa. 
In many places the ground is littered with river cobbles.  These were the materials 
at hand for people living on the Terrace.  The signs of prehistoric architecture on the 
Terrace consist largely of river cobbles, found in mounds, circles, and alignments.   
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Figure 3-2 The cobble mound at LA 60,012.  Photo by the author. 
 
 
Figure 3-3 A cobble alignment on the terrace.  Photo by the author. 
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 These aspects of Aztec’s geography point to an important note about resources.  
Tabular sandstone of the sort found in abundance and widely used in construction at 
Chaco Canyon is not available in Aztec’s immediate area, although Stein and McKenna 
(1988) report that there are sandstone sources approximately 1.6 km to the north.  While 
sandstone is rare, however, river cobbles are abundant and were widely used in Terrace 
Community structures.  In addition, some of these cobbles are of a particular granitic 
material that is highly recognizable in local ceramic tempers. 
Figure 3-4 A cobble of the kind of granitic material that was used for local crushed rock temper. Photo by 
the author. 
 
Although its geological and human history are closely linked to the river, the 
terrace differs fundamentally from the agricultural lands below.  It is obviously drier and 
supports different plant and animal life than the more riverine landscape.  The current 
state of plant life on the terrace, however, appears to be quite disturbed, perhaps due to 
grazing activities before the park’s acquisition of the land.  Along the drainages, a more 
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typical piñon-juniper mix can be seen. 
Figure 3-5 Vegetation along a drainage on the terrace. 
 
Ancient Puebloans at Aztec Ruins 
 Unlike many other Chacoan great house sites, which often show evidence of 
centuries of habitation before the Bonito period, there is no evidence that people lived at 
Aztec Ruins before the construction of the great houses (Lekson 1999; McKenna 1998; 
Stein and McKenna 1988).  Thus, the people who began construction at Aztec Ruins 
appear to have selected a new location to settle along the Animas River. 
At Aztec, with a mountain-fed river running nearby, water is relatively plentiful, 
although the prolonged drought of 1130-1180 would have made itself felt here as well.  It 
does appear that Ancient Puebloans at Aztec Ruins had irrigation ditches in the valley, 
although the exact locations and scale are not well understood due to the landscape 
alterations brought about by modern farming and other land-use practices (Stein and 
McKenna 1988; Lister and Lister 1990).   
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The running river would have been important not only for farming, but also for 
human health. Studies have suggested that parasitic infestation was far less prevalent at 
Salmon Ruin, with its running river, than at other Ancient Puebloan communities 
(Reinhard 2006), and the same was likely true at Aztec. 
The Cultural Landscape of Aztec Ruins 
The three great houses of Aztec Ruins are each discussed, in turn, below, but it is 
important to remember that they are not separate entities.  The symmetries, possible 
roads and lines of sight among the many different buildings in this landscape tell us that, 
for the people who lived here, all of the buildings were seen as part of a greater whole.   
Figure 3-6 The cultural landscape of Aztec Ruins (Lekson 1999: 79; see also Stein and McKenna 
1988). 
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The Aztec North great house is on a line (and likely on a road segment) that runs 
southeast down the terrace, extends between two roadside buildings on a lower terrace, 
and then continues into the valley, halfway between Aztec West and Aztec East.  Aztec 
West and Aztec East, though different in layout and construction styles, appear to have 
been intentionally constructed as mirror images of each other.  The great houses are not 
the only buildings incorporated into this symmetrical relationship; also included are 
several other smaller structures (Stein and McKenna 1988: Fig. 10).4 
Another important aspect of this cultural landscape is intervisibility between 
terrace sites and valley sites.  The terrace is a topographically complicated landscape of 
drainages and intermediate terraces, so that intersite visibility is complex.  Walking along 
the terrace top, the visitor finds that Aztec West, Aztec East and Aztec North pop in and 
out of view at different and surprising places.  Of note, however, is the fact that neither 
Aztec West nor Aztec East are visible from Aztec North, but both are clearly visible from 
LA 60,020, the roadside site just below the great house. 
 This cultural landscape also enmeshes Aztec in a wider, Chacoan landscape.  Van 
Dyke (2008, 2009) has argued that the three great houses are sited in such a way as to 
essentially reconstruct the Pueblo Bonito-Chetro Ketl-Pueblo Alto triangle.  Aztec West 
stands in for Pueblo Bonito and Aztec East stands in for Chetro Ketl, both lying along a 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
4 Not clearly included in the symmetry is a fourth great house called the Earl Morris ruin, 
shown in Figure 3-6, which might or might not have been part of the Aztec East complex 
(Stein and McKenna 1998: Fig. 10).  As Stein and McKenna (1988) note, if it was on its 
own, the Earl Morris ruin would be seen as a large great house in its own right, but due to 
its location near Aztec’s other great houses, it has been largely overlooked as a secondary 
building. 
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river and with a cliff at their backs.  In this dramatic recreation, Aztec North plays the 
part of Pueblo Alto, perched above and out of sight.   
Figure 3-7 The reconstruction of the Chacoan landscape at Aztec (Van Dyke 2009:228). 
 
There is one obvious difference between the two places: at Chaco, the triangle 
points due north, while at Aztec it points to the northwest. Lekson (2008: 125) has argued 
that both Chaco and Aztec show signs of factional dispute between those who wanted to 
follow tradition (the northwestern orientation) and those who wanted to follow new ways 
(the northern orientation).  For him, the choice to use the northwest orientation at Aztec 
is a highly meaningful one. 
Aztec West Great House 
 Aztec West is the largest great house outside of Chaco Canyon (Brown et al. 
2008).  It consists of over 400 rooms, and parts of it were three stories high.  Like other 
great houses in the Chacoan world, Aztec West is bracket-shaped, but it has a row of 
rooms enclosing the plaza.   
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Although Earl Morris interpreted Aztec West as having been abandoned at the 
end of the Chacoan period, and reoccupied after a hiatus, more recent researchers see a 
continuous occupation (Brown et al. 2008; Brown and Paddock 2011).  Brown et al. 
(2008) argue that Morris was deceived by a layer of sterile soils that he took as evidence of 
a hiatus in occupation but that occupants in fact brought in to stabilize the walls. 
Nonetheless, it is now clear that Aztec West was occupied into the 1200s (Brown et al. 
2008).   
 The earliest tree ring dates at Aztec West are found in the architecture around 
Kiva L and date mainly to the late 1090s, with one outlier dating to the 1070s.  However, 
Brown et al. (2008) believe that the timbers may have been seasoned after cutting, with 
construction actually beginning around 1100 with site clearing, although earlier 
construction cannot be ruled out.  Construction intensified around 1110, and it seems to 
have concluded around 1120, as there are few tree ring dates after that date.  
Construction largely shifted to Aztec East at that point, though use of Aztec West 
continued (Brown et al. 2008).  
 Also part of the Aztec West complex is a small structure called the Hubbard 
Triwall site.  Triwall sites are a poorly understood and unusual type of structure, found 
mostly north of the San Juan.  They are circular structures with two concentric rows of 
rooms.  The Hubbard site was excavated by Gordon Vivian, who dated it to the late, 
Mesa Verde phase of Aztec.  However, others have argued that it was earlier, possibly 
predating Aztec West, and have cited an adobe substructure found beneath the triwall as 
evidence of an older tradition of adobe construction (Brown and Paddock 2011; Lekson 
2007; Vivian 1959).   
 Archaeologists analyzing the architecture of Aztec West have concluded that it 
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likely involved work by both locals and Chacoan masons.  The evidence for this includes 
the use of local vernacular traditions of adobe and jacal construction contemporaneously 
with fine Chacoan masonry (Brown et al. 2008; Brown and Paddock 2011.  
 The artifact assemblages at Aztec West are spectacular and include many 
turquoise objects, effigy pots, ritual goods resembling those at Pueblo Bonito and, of 
course, a Mexican copper bell, macaw skeletons, and pottery from around the region 
(Lekson 1999; Morris 1928; Webster 2011).  The artifacts uncovered by Morris in his 
excavations were largely transported to storage at the American Museum of Natural 
History and so have not been thoroughly documented or studied.  Nonetheless, it appears 
clear that Aztec West’s assemblages were rich and that counterparts of many of the most 
spectacular ritual and prestige goods of Chaco Canyon were also found at this site, but 
perhaps not quite on the scale that was seen at Pueblo Bonito. 
Aztec East Great House 
 Aztec East has had far less investigation, but some research has been done.  
Portions were excavated by Morris and, later, by Roland Richert.  Like Aztec West, 
Aztec East has portions that are three stories high.  It has some 350 rooms.  However, it is 
a McElmo style building.  Moreover, its construction history is very different from Aztec 
West.  Construction is believed to have started around 1119-1120, but it proceeded at a 
much slower pace than Aztec West, through a period of drought between 1140-1200. 
Portions were not finished until the late 1260s.  There is also evidence that Ponderosa 
pine beams were used prior to 1140 but that builders then switched to locally-available 
juniper.  Timber may have been scavenged from Aztec West (Brown and Paddock 2011).  
Despite this evidence of hard times and resource restrictions, Brown and Paddock 
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(2011:250) see Aztec East as a place where “the struggle continued to make Aztec great 
and to revive the glory days of the Bonito phase.” 
 Some archaeologists believe that Chacoan power shifted towards Aztec in the late 
12th through 13th centuries.  Lekson is the most vocal of these, arguing that Aztec lies on 
the “Chaco Meridian” and became the base for a post-Chacoan polity that was 
responsible for much of the violence that spread throughout the Northern San Juan in the 
years after Chaco’s demise, specifically from 1110-1275 (Lekson 1999, 2002, 2008).  
Other archaeologists, less persuaded of a long-lasting, powerful or autocratic reign at 
Aztec nonetheless recognize it as a competitor with Chaco Canyon during the late years 
of Chaco but see it becoming a largely domestic habitation site in the post-Chaco period 
(Van Dyke 2009).   
Aztec North Great House and the Terrace Community 
 Aztec North lies near the edge of the terrace, but is set back far enough that the 
valley great houses below are not visible.  Unlike the valley great houses, this is not a site 
with spectacular standing walls.  It is perhaps best described as a large mound, with some 
visible cobble alignments that indicate the outline of a large structure.  
The absence of masonry and the apparent reliance on cobble and adobe 
construction are at odds with the great house’s size and layout, which both point to 
Chacoan ambitions at the very least.  Stein and McKenna (1988) describe the structure as 
D-shaped, with a an enclosing room arc.  They compare the shape to that of Tsin Kletzin 
in Chaco Canyon, but say that it is significantly larger.  Based on estimates of the wall 
locations, it appears to face due south, and contains about 110 rooms.  There are a 
number of features at the site, including two possible great kivas and a number of cobble 
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walls and berms that appear to enclose the site (Stein and McKenna 1988).   
Investigation History of Aztec North. 
Aztec North, like other Terrace Community sites, has never been excavated.  Its 
archaeology is known primarily from the pedestrian survey conducted by Peter McKenna 
and John Stein, who identified prehistoric structures throughout the Terrace Community 
and collected surface artifacts (Stein and McKenna 1988).  The artifacts they collected 
are now at Aztec Ruins and they made up part of the sample I studied for this thesis. 
At the time of their survey, the National Monument was just 27 square acres 
centered around the Aztec West and Aztec East, and it did not include any of the Terrace 
Community.  The survey was thus outside the park’s borders.  As Stein and McKenna 
(1988:1) explain, their survey was motivated by the National Park Service’s desire to 
“evaluate the adequacy of the present monument boundaries.”  On October 28, 1988, 
Congress authorized the Park Service to purchase land abutting the Monument’s western, 
eastern and northern borders, expanding the Monument significantly to its current size of 
about 317 acres (Lister and Lister 1990).  Most of the Terrace Community sites, including 
Aztec North, thus became part of the National Monument. 
Stein and McKenna saw their 1987 survey as preliminary to an anticipated larger 
archaeological testing program, and their report reflects the sense that it was just a first 
step.  It describes the major buildings on the terrace, with some description of major 
features and artifact concentrations, but even Aztec North gets less than two pages of 
description (Stein and McKenna 1988).  The ceramic chronology section is brief; they 
conclude that “the terrace-top community is largely contemporaneous, probably being 
constructed on previously unoccupied lands between A.D. 1090 and 1150”  (Stein and 
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McKenna 1998:41).  In an unpublished paper given at the 1988 Society for American 
Archaeology annual meeting, McKenna (1989:8) elaborates on his ceramic analysis: 
“Ceramics from the Terrace Community fall mostly in three groups which date AD 
1050-1130, 1130-1200, and 1200-1300 with the majority of the sites clearly being 
occupied in the 1100s.” 
 To date, their work remains the only published research from the Terrace 
Community.  A subsequent survey by park staff collected more surface artifacts but there 
is no published report of its findings.  The University of Colorado attempted three types 
of nondestructive geophysical testing at Aztec North: ground-penetrating radar, 
conductivity and magnetometry.  However, this testing was inconclusive, possibly due in 
part to the electric pole that stands in the middle of the great house (Lekson 2004). 
Theories about Aztec North. 
Despite the lack of data, archaeologists have been intrigued by Aztec North and 
have attempted to theorize its place in the Aztec community and the larger Chacoan 
world.  Van Dyke (2008, 2009) views Aztec North as an early, expedient effort to emulate 
a Chacoan great house without sufficient time or labor to obtain sandstone from some 
distance and to build a tabular sandstone construction.  When plastered over in white, it 
would have looked just like a proper Chacoan great house, a sort of Potemkin Village 
facsimile of the real thing.   
 Brown and Paddock (2011) also argue that Aztec North is an early effort to 
imitate a Chacoan great house, but for them the builders are very specifically locals 
attempting to imitate a Chacoan great house.  Their argument is based in part on the 
unorthodox construction of the place but also on their understanding of adobe and 
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adobe-cobble construction as a longstanding local vernacular architecture.  Thus, they 
argue that the builders of Aztec North were local people, building in their local traditional 
ways, but trying to make it look like a Chacoan great house with its D shape and its 
multiple stories.  Aztec West, by contrast, shows clear signs of having been built under the 
direction of (or with help from) actual Chacoan masons who not only understood how to 
perfectly shape tabular sandstone but also knew about the low visibility techniques that a 
casual visitor to Chaco Canyon would not have observed for himself—such as the 
masonry footings hidden underground and the rubble cores concealed by veneer 
masonry.  Working with Stein and McKenna’s occupation estimate of 1060-1125, Brown 
and Paddock (2011) argue that Aztec North was constructed a generation before Aztec 
West, which was built with the participation of Chacoans who arrived between 1100 and 
1125.  
 Lekson, by contrast, has suggested the possibility that Aztec North was a late 
construction and was not adobe in the local tradition but “puddled adobe,” (1999:87) a 
term which seems to refer to the construction style at the much later political center of 
Paquimé in Mexico.  For Lekson, because the site is not solidly dated, “it is tempting to 
think of it as late, a transition from Chaco’s stone to Paquimé’s mud” (Lekson 1999: 87). 
 Aztec North, with its obvious Chacoan ambitions but unusual construction 
methods, holds a unique place at Aztec Ruins and in the Chacoan world.  While Aztec 
West in the 12th century appears to have been the epitome of a Chacoan outlier, Aztec 
North fits less comfortably within that description.  For archaeologists who have written 
about Aztec North, the key question is whether Aztec North really is Chacoan in the 
same sense as Aztec West, or is it something else, such as a local emulation?  My study 
begins to answer these questions by establishing chronologies for Aztec North and several 
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buildings of the Terrace Community and by investigating patterns in the import of 
ceramics.   
Other Terrace Community Sites 
In addition to the great house, I conducted ceramic analysis on assemblages from 
four of the other 36 sites that Stein and McKenna (1988) identified on the terrace.  The 
following is a summary of what little is known about each of these sites.  These sites, like 
the rest of the Terrace Community, have had even less examination than Aztec North.   
LA 60,020—A Roadside Site. 
 LA 60,020 is registered as a separate site from the great house, but it is closely 
associated with it.  This site lies on a lower terrace just below the great house.  It consists 
of two small buildings, flanking both sides of the road that connects Aztec North to the 
cultural landscape below.  Aztec West and Aztec East are clearly visible from LA 60,020, 
and the site’s two mirror-image buildings appear to echo the symmetry between the great 
houses.  The buildings of LA 60,020 are sizable structures; Stein and McKenna (1988) 
estimate that the western building has 20 rooms and the eastern building has 30 rooms.  
The buildings have been described as McElmo roomblocks (Brown et al. 2008). 
With so little known about this site, it is still very much open to interpretation and 
speculation.  I have been especially struck by the possible parallels between LA 60,020 
and the so-called “guard house” at the outlier of Chimney Rock.  At that site in southern 
Colorado, which dates to the second half of the 11th century, a small building sits on the 
narrow and constricted path from a lower community up to a Chacoan great house 
above.  Originally seen as defensive, the Chimney Rock guard house has proven 
remarkably domestic in its assemblages.  It was a single room structure that entirely 
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blocked the path to the great house (Malville 2004).  This is a difference, since the two 
buildings at Aztec are large structures on either side of the road and would not have had 
the ability to truly obstruct the road or control access to Aztec North from other 
directions along the relatively gentle slope of the terrace.  However, it is easy to imagine 
that both served as some sort of ceremonial or symbolic gateway along the formalized 
approach to the great house above.  A gate structure has also been reported at Pueblo 
Alto in Chaco Canyon.  There, at the point where several roads converged on the north 
wall of the great house, excavators found a one meter wide entryway into the great house 
(Ware and Gumerman 1977). 
   Perhaps because of hillside erosion, LA 60,020, unlike Aztec North itself, is rich in 
surface artifacts even today. The surface collection from the pedestrian surveys was also 
large, with over 300 sherds. 
LA 60,010, 60,011 and 60,012.  
LA 60,010, 60,011 and 60,012 are small residential structures on the eastern end 
of the Terrace community, where there are many similar small sites.  My original intent 
was to analyze sherds from all of the structures on the Terrace Community, but after 
analyzing the hundreds of sherds from these three sites alone, it became apparent that 
time would not permit a complete study of the entire Terrace Community collection.  
These three sites are therefore used as a sample of the residential sites of the Terrace 
Community, with the caveat that they are all on the western end of the community, 
which may be very different from the larger and more formal structures on the eastern 
end (McKenna 1998).  They are all close together, with 60,011 and 60,012 immediately 
adjacent to one other.   
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These three structures are small, low mounds characterized mostly by cobble.  
Like the great house, they appear to have been built of cobble and adobe, and as with the 
great house, it is difficult to see room demarcations.  Figure 3-2, in Chapter 3 above, is an 
image of LA 60,012 and is fairly typical of the appearance of all the residential areas on 
the west end of the terrace.  
Stein and McKenna (1988) refer to LA 60,010 as Ruin 15.5  They describe it as a 
T-shaped building.  The main roomblock, which is two rooms deep is, they estimate, 6 
meters wide and at least 17 m long.  “Extending southeast from the west central portion 
of this roomblock is a row of rooms which may extend to the east, forming an enclosed 
space for a kiva”  (Stein and McKenna 1988: 28).   They explain that the building faces 
southeast, with a trash mound to the south and southeast.  The Park’s map of the site, at 
the bottom of Figure 3-8, generally matches this description. 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
5 The site numbers were assigned shortly after Stein and McKenna wrote their report, 
and an appendix to their report lists the site numbers that correspond to their building 
numbers. 
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Figure 3-8 The Park Service's map of LA 60,010, at bottom. 
 
LA 60,011 is described as Building 53 in Stein and McKenna (1988).  They 
describe it as a very small roomblock, with no more than three rooms and a measurement 
of about 7 meters by 2 meters.  There is no kiva depression.  They also note that, at the 
time of their survey, it had been recently, and badly, vandalized.  Figure 3-9 below 
includes a map of this site.   
LA 60,012 is listed as Building 52 in Stein and McKenna (1988).   They describe 
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it as a large L-shaped roomblock 22 meters long.  Most of it is two rooms deep, but “the 
western 12 m of the 22 m long housemound is at least 4 rooms deep” (Stein and 
McKenna 1988: 35).  They reported that there had been significant pothunting in this 
western portion.  A kiva with a 5 meter diameter lies to the southeast of the building, and 
no evident trash midden (Stein and McKenna 1988).  This site is also included in Figure 
3-9. 
Figure 3-9 Park Service map of sites 60,011 and 60,012 
   
	   33 
Overview of Research Design and Research Questions 
During the summer of 2014, I analyzed close to 1500 potsherds from these five 
Terrace Community sites.  These were a mix of surface-collected sherds from the Stein 
and McKenna pedestrian survey and the subsequent Park Service pedestrian survey.  
Although my original intent was to analyze sherds from the entire Terrace Community, 
time constraints and some surprises in the assemblage (further discussed in the next 
chapter) prevented this.  Instead, I focused my efforts on the great house and the roadside 
site (LA 60,020), plus three domestic sites on the western end of the Terrace Community.  
The goal of the research was to answer a series of research questions, some quite 
narrow and some more ambitious.  The first research question, or really a cluster of 
related questions, has to do with dates and chronology.  When was Aztec North built and 
occupied?  What were the dates for the other four structures, and which of them already 
existed when the great house was built?  
The second set of questions has to do with the physical interrelationships of the 
three Aztec great houses.  As discussed earlier in this chapter, it is apparent today that the 
great houses and other structures on the landscape were carefully sited in relationship and 
in symmetry to each other, but when did the plan for this cultural landscape first arise? 
Was the plan already in motion when the first great house was built, or did the idea 
develop later? 
The third set of research questions has to do with relationships to places beyond 
Aztec.  Can the ceramics tell us anything about Aztec North‘s relationship with other 
regional centers? More specifically, what do they reveal about its trade relations with 
Chaco Canyon or other places in the region?  
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A fourth, perhaps more ambitious, question is whether the ceramics can help 
explain who built Aztec North and why.  Were they locals trying to imitate Chaco 
Canyon, or Chacoan migrants starting out in a new place?  What was the function of the 
great house within this community and did it differ from other structures of the Terrace 
Community?  And why build an adobe great house—a very distinctive building that, to an 
archaeologist at least, immediately ties this site into Chacoan norms and ideologies of this 
period, but one that is built in a highly unorthodox material?   
Summary 
 The Totah region has often been interpreted less on its own terms than as a 
satellite of other regions.  In recent years, this has changed with extensive work at Salmon 
Ruins and other Totah sites.  Aztec Ruins, though the site of one of the most fully 
excavated outlier great houses anywhere, remains little understood as a whole.  Partly this 
is because the Aztec West excavations and the limited testing at Aztec East took place in 
the first half of the 20th century, predating the expanded interest in the nature of the 
Chacoan regional system.  The Terrace Community, which has had no excavation and 
little research of any kind, remains particularly poorly understood.  Archaeologists have 
responded with theories about Aztec North’s place in the Chacoan world, but additional 
data is required to more fully comprehend the Terrace Community.  In the meantime, 
the only good evidence we have about Aztec North consists of the assemblages collected 
from the surface of the Terrace Community.  In the next chapters, I discuss my analysis 
of the Terrace Community surface assemblage and begin to interpret the sites based on 
the data I was able to glean from the ceramics. 
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Chapter 4. Research Methods 
Overview of Ceramic Assemblages 
The artifacts for this study come from two separate sets of surface artifacts in the 
collection at Aztec Ruins National Monument.  The first, known as Accession 93, consists 
of artifacts collected by Peter McKenna and John Stein during their reconnaissance of the 
Terrace Community.  The second, Accession 304, consists of surface artifacts collected by 
park archaeologists after the 1988 expansion of the Monument, as part of their survey of 
the Terrace Community.  Of the 1467 sherds I analyzed for this study6, 1222 came from 
Accession 93 and 245 came from Accession 304.7   Table 4-1 shows the numbers of 
sherds I analyzed from each accession. 
Table 4-1 Sherd counts for each site, by accession.  
Sherd Count by Accession             
  5603 60010 60011 60012 60020 Total 
Accession 93  249 190 17 561 205 1222 
Accession 304  51 47 5 16 126 245 
Total 300 237 22 577 331 1467 
 
Researchers have analyzed some of these sherds in the past, but my analysis is 
different in a few ways.  First, McKenna’s analysis included only a sample of the total 
sherd assemblage.  My analysis for these five sites included at least 560 sherds that 	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
6 Sherds from each site that were too small or exfoliated to analyze were counted, 
weighed in lots and included in the database with coding to that effect, but they are not 
included in sherd counts in this report. 
 
7 I do not have a total number for all the sherds in the accessions, but I analyzed five sites 
out of over 30 Terrace Community sites identified by Stein and McKenna.  
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McKenna did not analyze.  His analysis for the sherds he did look at was painstaking: he 
recorded many sherd attributes and he also refired all of the sherds.  And, of course, he 
also did complete an analysis of the entire Terrace Community, compared to my five sites.  
Nonetheless, one reason to conduct a reanalysis was include previously unanalyzed sherds 
to ensure as complete a picture as possible of ceramics at these Terrace Community sites 
and to increase the accuracy of the mean ceramic dating method described below.  
Moreover, McKenna did not publish his full analysis.  Instead, the published 
ceramic analysis of Terrace Community ceramics consists of a brief discussion in the 
survey report (Stein and McKenna 1988: 41) and McKenna’s unpublished presentations 
at two Society for American Archaeology annual meetings (McKenna 1988; 1998).8 
Thus, another reason for reanalyzing the sherds was to more fully publish the data. 
Finally, perhaps the most compelling reason for reanalysis was that 
understandings of Totah local pottery have changed since McKenna’s work on this 
assemblage.  Archaeologist Lori Reed, working on ceramics at Aztec and surrounding 
areas, has used petrographic analysis to establish a more precise understanding of the 
local clays and tempers and is reliably able to distinguish locally-made Totah ceramics 
from those from the Northern San Juan.  She has also relied on geochemical analysis in 
identifying a new variety, called Cibola Animas Variety, for pots made with local 
materials but that appear to incorporate Cibola technologies (Washburn and Reed 2011; 
L. Reed 2006, 2008). 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
8 The results of the Park’s subsequent survey, including ceramic analysis, also have not yet 
been published (Lori Reed, personal communication 2014; Jefferey Wharton, personal 
communication 2014).   
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Assemblage Limitations 
Both assemblages represent surface collections from fairly disturbed contexts.  
Many of the Terrace Community sites were on private property from the 1800s until the 
time when they were collected.  There were (and still are) homes, roads and well pads on 
the terrace, and it was easily accessed from the nearby, rapidly growing town.  Active 
cattle grazing was still taking place on the terrace at the time of Stein and McKenna’s 
1987 survey.  Gravel quarrying, gas and water lines, and other activities have all 
impacted the landscape and brought people to the terrace.  Despite the lack of 
spectacular standing walls, the cobble mounds associated with prehistoric structures are 
clearly visible and the location, just above the enormous and famous Aztec West great 
house, made it a fairly obvious locale for artifact collection.   
Stein and McKenna’s 1988 report describes varying levels of disturbance at 
different parts of the Terrace Community.  Although they did not see signs of widespread 
recent pothunting and did not believe that looting had had a major effect on most sites, it 
seems likely from their descriptions that more casual sherd collection was fairly 
widespread.  It is perhaps because of this, as well as grazing and other activities, that the 
surface sherds that are the subject of this study are almost all very small, with most 
weighing under 10 grams.  They include few rim sherds, and almost none of any 
significant size, which means that there was little opportunity to study vessel attributes 
such as shape or size.   
Because of the small sherd sizes, any kind of serious stylistic analysis or pattern 
analysis was also essentially impossible.  I therefore do not engage here with an important 
slice of ceramics literature that uses stylistic analysis to understand social behavior by, for 
example, studying ethnogenesis or tracking migration through ceramic style.  Such work 
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has great potential at Aztec North if excavation were to reveal a more suitable ceramic 
assemblage. 
Ceramic Analysis: Sampling Strategies 
I discovered early in my research that McKenna had only analyzed a sample of 
the available sherds, which meant that there were far more in the collection than I 
expected.  In discussion with Lori Reed, we agreed that I would analyze all sherds, to the 
extent possible, rather than limiting the study to the sherds McKenna had studied.  For 
the great house site and for residential sites 60,010 and 60,011 I was able to finish 
analyzing all of these additional sherds, plus the Accession 304 sherds.  In other words, I 
looked at all existing sherds for those three sites.  Time constraints prevented me from 
examining all of the unanalyzed sherds for sites 60,012 or 60,020.  However, as set forth 
in Table 4-2 and as discussed in the site summaries below, the sample I analyzed for each 
of these sites was large (577 for 60,012 and 331 for 60,020). 
 For the Aztec North great house, the focus of my study and of many 
archaeologists’ interest, my analysis now includes all the surface ceramics in the 
collections.  Considering the important research questions surrounding that particular 
site, this ceramic analysis is a crucial step.   
Overview of the Analysis 
 First, I conducted a detailed attribute analysis for each sherd, recording formal 
attributes having to do with shape and size, technological attributes such as paste and 
temper, and use wear traces.9  Then, using the technological attributes and other 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
9 Not all of the attributes I recorded are necessarily useful to the research questions 
addressed in this study, but my research was always intended as a step towards the larger 
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information about the sherd, I categorized each sherd as specifically as possible by ware, 
tradition, type and style.  In the next section, I review the attributes I recorded for each 
sherd. 
Formal Attributes 
The first set of characteristics that I recorded were formal attributes.  Most of 
these represent an attempt to understand the shape and size of the whole pot.  The main 
attributes included vessel form (e.g. bowl, jar, ladle, pitcher, canteen) and any vessel 
appendages (e.g. if a jar had a handle).  For rim sherds of sufficient size, I also recorded 
rim radius and rim arc (using a standard rim chart).  I also analyzed rim eversion, the 
degree of flare in the lip of the pot, which is known to increase in later Ancient Puebloan 
gray wares and can therefore be a chronological indicator.   
However, because the sherds were small, and there were so few rims of any 
significant size, I was generally unable to reliably detect any formal attributes beyond 
vessel form.  The formal attributes of the sherds themselves are of less use, but I did 
record the weight of each sherd or sherd lot.10   
Technological Attributes 
 In addition to the formal characteristics, I also recorded a variety of technological 
attributes including surface treatment, thickness of slip, paint type, paste color and temper 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
effort of the National Monument’s archaeologists to create a rich database of ceramic 
data for future research. 
 
10 McKenna treated each sherd as a separate lot, and to avoid confusion I retained his 
system for the sherds he had previously analyzed.  However, when I worked on sherds he 
had not analyzed, I used a method that allows for more efficient data entry, by grouping 
sherds with like attributes into lots.  Nonetheless, when I write of sherd counts in this 
study, I mean individual sherds rather than sherd lots.   
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type.  For each sherd, I examined a fresh break under magnification to observe the 
pottery’s fabric, which consists of both paste (fired clay) and temper (inclusions added by 
the potter to improve the pottery).  Both the paste and the temper can be used to draw 
conclusions about where the pottery was made.  Slip, paint and other surface treatments 
can also be critical to analysis of an assemblage. 
Temper. 
Temper is the key attribute for determining the geographic area where a pot was 
made.  Based on the temper (and sometimes other technological attributes), we can 
determine the “tradition” of the pot.  Pottery made in the Cibola region (including Chaco 
Canyon but also surrounding regions) is often tempered with sand or sandstone, 
sometimes in combination with sherd temper.  Pottery from the Chuska Mountains, 
during the period I am studying, is reliably tempered with trachyte, a volcanic material 
that is usually easily recognizable to even a beginning ceramic analyst.   
Totah pottery has often been lumped in with pottery from the Mesa Verde area as  
a single “Northern San Juan” tradition.  However, it has become increasingly possible to 
distinguish trade wares brought in from the Mesa Verde area from locally made Totah 
pottery. Using petrographic analysis, Lori Reed has determined that, while Northern San 
Juan pottery uses diorite porphyry temper, potters at Aztec Ruins reliably used one of two 
tempers which both look very much alike.  One is augite diorite and the other is crushed 
granite.  (These were sometimes mixed with crushed sherd.) These materials are common 
in cobbles found on the terrace.  Both of the Totah temper materials lack the distinctive 
porphyritic crystals of Northern San Juan temper, and Totah temper also tends to be 
more coarsely crushed than Northern San Juan temper.   By looking at both the temper 
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and the paste (discussed below), an analyst can usually easily distinguish between pots 
made in the Northern San Juan and those made locally in the Totah (Reed 2006). 
Paste. 
The paste, or fired clay, of local pottery at Aztec Ruins is very different from the 
paste seen in pots imported from elsewhere.  The local paste is silty, soft and crumbly. 
Reed’s experiments have suggested that the local clays are highly variable but generally 
high in silt content, and potters may have used low firing temperatures as a response to 
the clay’s poor quality.  Local paste comes in a variety of colors, but they are variations 
on three shades-- gray, buff and brown (Reed 2006).  Pastes from other regions were 
coded as simply “nonlocal.”  The paste can also be a clue to where the pot was made—
Cibola pots in particular tend to have a very fine, light-colored paste, for example.  
Northern San Juan trade wares tend to also a distinctive, finer, less crumbly paste than 
Animas pots (L. Reed 2006, 2008). 
Surface Treatment: Gray Ware. 
I recorded surface treatment for both interior and exterior surfaces of each sherd.  
For gray wares, one of the most common surface treatments in Ancient Puebloan 
assemblages is corrugation.  Gray ware is generally interpreted as utilitarian ware for 
cooking and storage, and the painstaking indentations of corrugated pottery may have 
had functional benefits for thermal conduction.  However, the amount of effort that was 
put into them and the temporal longevity and geographic expanse of corrugated gray 
ware indicates a cultural importance beyond the merely functional.  Different types of 
corrugation were identified, including clapboard corrugated, indented corrugated and 
obliterated corrugated. 
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In addition to clearly corrugated surface treatments, Ancient Puebloans also made 
pots that had neck-banding or fillets similar to corrugated pottery but with smooth bodies. 
The latter are rarely identifiable from a small body sherd, or even from a neck sherd, 
since identification requires having parts of both the collar and the body of the pot.   
Other gray pots have no surface treatment and were categorized as plain gray.  
Gray ware may also have polished surfaces.   
Surface Treatment: Slip. 
I recorded the presence or absence of slip, as well as its thickness and texture (i.e. 
thin, thick, or washy).  Light colored slip is an important part of Ancient Puebloan black 
on white pottery, as it provides the white (or light) surface on which black designs are 
painted.  For many unpainted sherds, the presence of slip was the only basis for 
categorizing them as white ware rather than gray ware.  Slip is sometimes detectable on a 
sherd even though the paint has worn off.  Slip is also important for distinguishing 
whether a vessel was a jar or bowl, since jars have untreated interiors while bowls usually 
have slip and/or point at least on the interior (and sometimes also the exterior). 
Washy slip is associated with Cibola pottery, while a thick and chalky slip tends to 
be typical of Totah white wares (Reed 2006; Washburn and Reed 2010).  Local Totah 
slips are also muddier in color than Cibola slips.  As discussed elsewhere, the appearance 
of an uncharacteristically washy slip on pottery that is otherwise typical of local Totah 
pottery may be indicative of the presence of Chaco-trained potters at Aztec Ruins. 
Surface Treatment: Painted Wares. 
I recorded paint types (organic and mineral) for both interior and exterior 
surfaces.  I determined paint type visually, using the microscope when in doubt.  
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Experimental research has suggested that trained analysts can, with some reliability, 
distinguish organic and mineral paints based on visual criteria.  In particular, organic 
paints soak into the surface and tend to have a blurred edge, while mineral paints in 
general sit atop the surface and have crisp edges (Stewart and Adams 1999; Hays-Gilpin 
and van Hartesveldt 1998).  There are also subtle (and sometimes more obvious) 
differences in color due to the high iron content of mineral paints. 
Distinguishing mineral and organic paint is crucial to Ancient Puebloan 
archaeology because it has chronological implications.  At Chaco Canyon, there is a 
switch from mineral paints to organic paints made from plants at around 1140.  That 
shift is viewed as a general regional trend (Toll and McKenna 1997), although Chuska 
white ware had organic paint at a much earlier period (Washburn 2011).11  At Aztec 
Ruins and other Totah sites, research has suggested that the combined use of both 
mineral and organic elements on the same pot is relatively common and so the shift is less 
clearly defined (Lori Reed personal communications 2014).  Nonetheless, the relative 
frequency of mineral and organic paint in an assemblage can be broadly indicative of 
chronology.   
Use Wear 
Finally, I also recorded use wear such as sooting, which can be indicative of 
cooking use, and rim or base abrasion, which can indicate repeated scuffing over time.  A 
few sherds had other interesting traces of use; one memorable Chuska gray ware sherd 
had extensive fugitive red on the interior that may have been an indication of pigment 	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
11 In this case, I had hoped that relative proportions of organic and mineral paints would 
broadly confirm the chronologies of the five sites, but I subsequently realized that the 
much higher amounts of Chuskan white ware at LA 5603 would skew the results. 
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storage.  I also noted any postfiring modification.  Again, there were few examples of any 
of these traits.   
Classifying Pottery 
 Based on the technological attributes, I was usually able to categorize the sherd 
into one or more of the classificatory schemes known as ware, tradition, variety, type and 
style.  These categories have been developed, tested and applied by generations of 
archaeologists working with large assemblages and good dating technologies. 
Wares. 
Based on the technological attributes and surface treatments, I assigned sherds 
first to ware (gray, white, brown and red).  As discussed above, painted black on white 
pottery is classified as white ware, while unpainted pots are gray ware.  Red wares have a 
recognizably reddish-colored paste and may have various surface treatments.  There were 
also a few brown ware sherds from the Mogollon in the study sample. 
Traditions. 
The technological features described above also allowed me to classify pottery into 
geographically-based traditions.  These include Chuska, Northern San Juan, Cibola, and 
a number of others.  Often this was clear from the temper, as with Chuska trachyte 
pottery, or from a combination of temper, paste and surface treatment. 
Variety. 
Pottery with local paste and temper was also assigned to a specific variety, called 
Northern San Juan Animas, to clearly distinguish it from the nonlocal Northern San Juan 
pottery.  The variety for most other pots was simply “nonlocal.” 
	   45 
In addition to the Northern San Juan Animas variety, there is a tiny category of 
sherds that have been categorized into a tradition called “Cibola Animas Variety.”  This 
variety was recognized by Lori Reed in her work at Aztec, Salmon and other Totah sites.  
She argues that there is a subclass of pottery made with what is clearly local paste (based 
on geochemical analysis as well as her familiarity with local clay) but that has attributes 
that she identifies with Cibola craftspeople, namely the use of sand temper (though it is 
large-grained local sand rather than the finer Cibola sand) and a washy style of slip 
application.  These are locally made pots, but they lack the crushed rock temper and 
chalky slip application favored by local craftspeople, and she has therefore published a 
sub-tradition called Cibola Animas Variety (L. Reed 2006, 2008; Washburn and Reed 
2011).    
In her work on thousands of sherds from Aztec West, Aztec East, Salmon Ruins 
and other Totah sites, Reed has found a large percentage of Cibola Animas Variety.  
Specifically, of 10,000 Animas Variety sherds (i.e. all locally-made sherds) that she 
examined, 10% were categorized as Cibola Animas Variety.  Interestingly, the earliest 
appearance of Cibola Animas Variety did not date to the construction of Salmon or 
Aztec but to the 900s and early 1000s at the Tommy Site near Farmington (Washburn 
and Reed 2011; L. Reed 2006, 2008; Wheelbarger 2008).   
For Reed and others, the presence of these technological features of Cibola 
production in pots with local paste indicates of the presence of Chaco-trained craftspeople 
in the Totah.  While the washy slip could be an example of local emulation of Chacoan 
ways, Reed argues that low-visibility features such as sand temper suggest migrants rather 
than imitation (L. Reed 2006, 2008; Washburn and Reed 2011).  In contrast to Reed’s 
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findings elsewhere in the Totah, my study sample included only a very few Cibola 
Animas Variety sherds. 
Ceramic Types and Style. 
Based on their technological features, sherds were then typed, using the 
appropriate series for their tradition.  Following ceramic analysis convention, I used the 
Chaco typology system for Cibola pottery (relying largely on Toll and McKenna 1997 
and Hays-Gilpin and Hartesveldt 1998) and the Mesa Verde typology system (Breternitz 
et al. 1974) for nonlocal Northern San Juan pottery.  For local pottery, called “Animas 
Variety,” I relied on a typology developed by Lori Reed.  She developed this Animas 
typology from the Mesa Verde system based on her experience that the latter did not 
adequately fit Totah pottery (Reed 2006; L. Reed 2008).  There is a separate Chuska 
series for trachyte pottery (Goff and Reed 2003; Reed 2006; Windes 1977).  There are 
also established typologies for trade wares from more distant regions such as Kayenta 
(Colton 1955, 1956; Hays-Gilpin and van Hartesveldt 1998; Lucius and Breternitz 1992; 
Reed 2006) and Mogollon (Hays-Gilpin and van Hartesveldt 1998; Reed 2006). 
For some ceramic types, which persisted over a longer period of time, 
archaeologists have also identified design styles.  I recorded design styles when they could 
be determined (e.g. the Dogoszhi style of McElmo Black-on-white).  Such styles are 
particularly helpful for narrowing the temporal range in which the pot could have been 
made. 
One design style that I used requires some explanation.  In addition to the 
McElmo Black-on-white and Chaco-McElmo Black-on-white types, I also use a design 
style called “Early McElmo Black-on-white.”  This type was identified by Lori Reed in 
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her work at Salmon Ruin.  She describes it as having a combination of Pueblo II 
attributes including “thin vessel walls, thin to rounded rims, and Sosi, Dogoszhi, Reserve 
or Puerco style designs in a Pueblo II layout (e.g. not banded or quartered)” and McElmo 
Black-on-white attributes of ticking on the rim and one or two framing lines below the 
rim (Reed 2006: 602-603).  Reed sees these as a transitional form and has used a date 
range of 1050-1100 for Animas pottery.  As a far less experienced ceramic analyst than 
Reed, I can attest that the sherds I typed as Early McElmo Black-on-white were 
distinctive both from PII types and McElmo and, usually, easily identified as such.  The 
advantage of this subdivision for purposes of mean ceramic dating is that it provides a 
narrower date range for some sherds.  The vast majority of sherds typed as Early 
McElmo were from local pots.   
Mean Ceramic Dating 
 One of the most pressing questions for the unexcavated sites of the Terrace 
Community concerns dates of occupation.  Without tree-ring dates for the structures 
there, or even radio-carbon samples, ceramics offer the best evidence of when a site was 
occupied.  Ceramic dating is of great utility in the Southwest, where tree-ring dating has 
been used to establish ceramic type chronologies that are widely seen as both accurate 
and precise (Breternitz et al. 1974; Colton 1955, 1956; Goetze et al. 1993; Hays-Gilpin 
and van Hartesveldt 1998; Lucius and Breternitz 1992; Reed 2006; Toll and McKenna 
1997). 
 One way to date sites is by using a ceramic group method.  The archaeologist 
evaluates the ceramics and compares the overall assemblage and the types that are 
predominant in it to other assemblages with known dates.  Some studies do this 
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rigorously, with a formal analysis and count of artifacts and using published reports of 
assemblages from the same time period.  This method is also, of course, the basis for 
many rougher field evaluations.   
Stein and McKenna used essentially this method when they evaluated the Terrace 
Community ceramics, assigning an occupation range of 1090-1150 based on the 
predominance of “a very tight knit assemblage of Mancos-McElmo Black-on-white” with 
“[v]ery little Mesa Verde Black-on-white” (1988: 41).  Their dating estimate aligns quite 
neatly with the dates I obtained using a more quantitative evidence, as discussed below, 
and it is evidence that, in the hands of an experienced analyst, the ceramic group method 
can be highly accurate.  However, the ceramic group method is of less utility for a novice 
analyst who has not worked with many comparative assemblages, and perhaps 
particularly so in an era when opportunities for extensive excavation of sites are few in the 
Southwest.  For a less experienced analyst, even typing ceramics is a challenge, much less 
estimating the dates of occupation based only on qualitative analysis of hundreds of 
sherds. 
Mean Ceramic Dating Method. 
For this study, I have used mean ceramic dating, a quantitative approach for 
dating sites.  The method was developed by Stanley South (1972) for use on historic 
archaeological sites with artifacts whose dates of manufacture were known from 
documentary evidence.  However, it has also been successfully used by prehistoric 
archaeologists working in regions with well-dated ceramic typologies.  Christenson (1994) 
described the method as applied to prehistoric ceramics and demonstrated its accuracy 
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and usefulness for Ancient Puebloan assemblages by testing it against known radiocarbon 
dates for a Kayenta assemblage.   
The method includes several steps.  The first step is to develop a list of date ranges 
for all ceramics appearing in the assemblage, reflecting the known production dates of 
each ceramic type or style.  A mean is then calculated for each type’s date range.  The 
dates I used for mean ceramic dating, as set forth in Table 4-2, are based on the extensive 
ceramic analysis literature of this region (Breternitz et al. 1974; Colton 1955, 1956; 
Goetze et al. 1993; Goff and Reed 2003; Hays-Gilpin and van Hartesveldt 1998; Lucius 
and Breternitz 1992; Reed 2006; Toll and McKenna 1997; Windes 1977). 
A straightforward mean ceramic date for a site’s assemblage can be obtained by 
simply multiplying the mean date by the count of sherds of each type, adding up all of the 
types, and then dividing by the total number of sherds.  However, I also used 
Christenson’s (1994) method for weighting types with shorter date ranges.  In this 
method, a weighting factor is calculated for each type, so that types with short date ranges 
are given more weight than types with longer ranges.  This is done by subtracting the 
length of the type’s range from an arbitrary number (I used 300) and dividing by 100.  
Thus, types with a 150-year range would have a weighting factor of 1.5 while types with a 
250-year range would have a weighting factor of 0.5.   The last column of Table 4-2 lists 
the weighting factor that was applied for each type or style.   
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Table 4-2 Ceramic types and styles used for mean ceramic dating, with references for the production range 
and the weighting factor that was applied.  The weighting factor for each ceramic type or style was based 
on how long it remained in production.  
 
I used the weighting factor and the mean date of production to calculate a mean 
ceramic date for each of the five study sites, along with a standard deviation that gives us 
a date range.  While the mean ceramic date is an attractively simple date, it is important 
to remember that it is just a mean and not a construction date.  Moreover, the sites were 
almost certainly not occupied for just one year, so we must be very cautious in focusing 
too much on that single year.  Nonetheless, in the absence of tree ring dates, a mean 
ceramic date based on a good sample of sherds in a region with well-established 
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chronologies may offer a more precise date range than radiocarbon dating or other 
dating methods.  
Mean Ceramic Dating Sample. 
My mean ceramic date calculation relies only on decorated white wares, red 
wares and brown wares. It excludes gray wares.  This is fairly standard, as gray wares in 
the Southwest, including corrugated wares, were made in very similar ways for a very 
long span of time in the Southwest.  While Mesa Verde region pots often have increasing 
rim eversion over time, I did not attempt to use this in my dating.  One reason is that 
there were so few rims large enough to type based on such eversion, but I also followed 
the lead of Reed (2006), who questions whether Totah corrugated pottery rims exhibit 
exactly the same Mesa Verdean eversion changes over time. Finally, I also eliminated 
from the calculation those pots that were categorized into catch-all “PII Black-on-white” 
or “PIII Black-on-white” based on their mineral or organic paints.  These pots are 
indeterminate and would introduce error into the calculation.12  
It should be noted that LA 60,011 contained only 6 typeable white ware sherds. 
Thus, the mean ceramic date calculation for that site is less reliable.  The dating samples 
for the other sites were far more substantial.  The mean ceramic dating calculation for LA 
5603 was based on 66 sherds; for LA 60,010 it was based on 59 sherds; for LA 60,012 it 
was based on 111 sherds and for LA 60,020 it was based on 96 sherds.  
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
12 I also did not include a sherd that was typed as Socorro black-on-white sherd, because I 
was not entirely confident of the type and because Socorro has a long time range that 
would introduce error. 
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Summary 
 In my analysis of nearly 1500 sherds from five Terrace Community, I recorded a 
variety of formal, technological and decorative attributes, as well as use wear.  I then used 
these attributes to assign sherds to traditions denoting the geographical region they came 
from, as well as into chronologically significant types and, in some cases, sub-types called 
design styles.  Using all of this information, I was not only able to study the geographic 
sources of pottery but I was also able to develop mean ceramic dates and date ranges for 
each of the five Terrace Community sites.  The results of this analysis are reported in the 
next chapter.  
  
	   53 
Chapter 5. Results 
 This study of surface-collected ceramic sherds provides four primary types of data.  
First, the weighted mean ceramic dating procedures discussed above have yielded a mean 
date and a date range for each of the five study sites.  These ranges are interesting in 
terms of understanding the construction and occupation dates for each, but they also 
allow me to approach the question of whether the great house predated other Terrace 
Community sites.  Second, I have compared the jar and bowl percentages at each site, a 
number which may relate to site activities.  Third, the technological attribute analysis 
reveals where pots were made and how they fit into known ceramic series.  This provides 
insight into patterns in the import of pottery and, in this case, might also reveal something 
about the migration of potters themselves. 
Mean Ceramic Dating 
 The quantitative analysis of ceramic types has yielded the following new mean 
ceramic dates for five Terrace Community sites.  For the great house, LA 5603, the mean 
ceramic date is 1104±39.  For residential area LA 60,010, the mean ceramic date is 
1134±47.  For residential area LA 60,011, the mean ceramic date is 1107±34 (although 
for this site, the sherd sample size of 7 was so small that this date is probably not a reliable 
date). For residential area LA 60,012, the mean ceramic date is 1106±51.  For the 
roadside site, LA 60,020, the mean ceramic date is 1120±55.  The mean ceramic dates of 
the five sites are summarized in Table 5-1. 
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Table 5-1 Mean Ceramic Dates by Site 
Site Mean Ceramic Date Standard Deviation Range Possible Dates 
LA 5603 1104 1104±39 1065-1143 
LA 60,010 1134 1134±47 1087-1181 
LA 60,011 1107 1107±34 1073-1141 
LA 60,012 1106 1106±38 1068-1144 
LA 60,020 1120 1120±48 1072-1168 
 
Vessel Types 
 In addition to other attributes of the ceramics, I have sorted the sherds by vessel 
type.  Because gray ware and white wares likely have different functions, Table 5-2 lists 
the percentage of each ware (gray and white) that is of each vessel type. 
Table 5-2 Summary of Vessel Form (by ware) for Each Site 
 
 The gray ware assemblages at all sites consist almost entirely of jars, with relatively 
few gray ware bowls.  The white ware vessel forms, however, are more varied.  The great 
house, LA 5603, stands out fairly clearly from the other sites.  Although the white ware 
assemblage at the other sites is around 60% bowls, the number for the great house is 
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closer to 50%.  Whereas white ware jars comprise 32.1-38.3% for most sites, they 
comprise 47% for the great house.  Thus, speaking generally, the great house has a higher 
percentage of white ware jars than do the other sites.  Other vessel forms were rare across 
the Terrace Community or, perhaps, went undetected due to the very small size of most 
sherds in the study.  I did not measure sherd size, but I would estimate that most were 
under 2 inches, so that I might only recognize an unusual vessel shape if the sherd 
happened to include a feature such as a canteen neck or part of a handle.  
Overview of Sherd Sources and Typologies 
 I analyzed a total of 1,467 sherds from all sites.  Of this total, 888 were gray ware 
and 554 were white ware.  There were only 14 red ware and 11 brown ware sherds.  I 
sorted sherds into their tradition (i.e. geographical regions such as Chuska, Cibola and 
Northern San Juan) as well as their types (and sometimes design styles).   
Figure 5-3 summarizes the number of sherds, by ware (i.e. gray, white, brown and 
red wares), from each geographic tradition.  Animas Variety is the locally-made pottery.  
References to “trade ware” do not imply any assumptions about how pottery actually 
arrived at the sites; rather, they are just intended to distinguish locally made pottery from 
pottery that was made outside the local area (i.e. trade ware).  So Northern San Juan 
Trade Ware is a description for pottery imported from the Mesa Verde region, without 
any assumption that it was actually traded.13 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
13 “Northern San Juan Indeterminate” is pottery that could not be definitively identified 
either as local (Animas) or as Northern San Juan Trade Ware (from the Mesa Verde 
region). 
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Table 5-3 Sherd Counts at Each Site, by Ware and Tradition 
 
Sources and Typologies: Aztec North 
 Among the Aztec North (LA 5603) sherds there were 190 gray ware sherds, 106 
white ware sherds, and 4 red ware sherds.  Notably, none of these sherds from LA 5603 
were Cibola Animas Variety.  There were no brown ware sherds.  Only a few—5 
sherds—could be clearly identified to the Northern San Juan (meaning the Mesa Verde 
region), while four others could not be reliably identified as either Mesa Verde or Animas 
sherds.  For purposes of this study I treat these indeterminate Northern San Juan sherds 
as imports, but even so the number of imports from the Northern San Juan remains very 
small.  By contrast, large proportions of the sherds were Chuska or Cibola pottery as 
further described in the following discussion, which is organized by ware. 
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Gray Ware. 
Of the 190 gray ware sherds, 131 were local, 39 were Chuska, 16 were Cibola 
trade wares, and 4 were from the Northern San Juan14. Figure 5-1 summarizes the major 
sources of the gray ware sherds at Aztec North, by percentage.  
Figure 5-1 Geographic Sources of Gray Ware Sherds at LA 5603 	  
 
 Most gray ware sherds at Aztec North could not be identified to a more specific 
type than “corrugated” or “plain gray.”  A small number were identified to the slightly 
more specific category of PII corrugated or PII-PIII corrugated based on rim eversion (L. 
Reed 2006).  
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
14 Some of the Northern San Juan sherds were of indeterminate variety, meaning they 
might have been locally made.  Because I cannot clearly identify these sherds as locally 
made, I treat them as imports from the Mesa Verde area. 
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Table 5-4 Sherd count for gray ware types at LA 5603 
 
White Ware. 
 The Aztec North assemblage has 106 white ware sherds.  Of these, 64 are local 
Animas Variety.  Five are either Northern San Juan Trade Ware or an indeterminate 
variety of Northern San Juan.  28 are Cibola imports, and 8 are Chuska imports. One 
sherd is Kayenta.  As with the gray ware from Aztec North, there are no Cibola Animas 
Variety.  Figure 5-2 summarizes the white wares by percentage. 
Figure 5-2 Aztec North White Ware Sourcing 
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 The white ware types represented at LA 5603 are highly varied.  Apart from the 
generic category of “slipped white” sherds that are recognizably white ware because they 
have slip, but which lack paint and are therefore not typeable), the most numerous sherds 
were Animas Variety Mancos Black-on-white and Animas Variety McElmo Black-on-
white.  Among Cibola sherds, the largest groups were Chaco-McElmo Black-on-white 
and Gallup Black-on-white. 
Table 5-5 Sherd count of white ware types at LA 5603 
Animas Variety 
 Mancos Black-on-white 19 
McElmo Black-on-white 17 
Painted black-on-white 1 
Pueblo II style black-on-white 4 
Pueblo III style black-on-white 3 
Slipped white 20 
Northern San Juan Indeterminate Variety 
 Mancos Black-on-white 2 
Northern San Juan Trade Ware 
 Mancos Black-on-white 2 
Pueblo II style black-on-white 1 
Chuska 
 Chuska Black-on-white 2 
Painted black-on-white 2 
Toadlena Black-on-white 4 
Cibola Trade Ware 
 Chaco Black-on-white 1 
Chaco-McElmo Black-on-white 5 
Escavada Black-on-white 3 
Gallup Black-on-white 8 
Pueblo II black-on-white 4 
Slipped white 6 
Socorro Black-on-white 1 
Kayenta 
 Sosi Black-on-white 1 
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Red Ware. 
 There were four red ware sherds at LA 5603: three Kayenta Red Ware sherds 
and one White Mountain Red Ware sherd.  Two of the Kayenta sherds were Tsegi 
Orange and the third was Tusayan Black-on-red.  The White Mountain sherd was 
Puerco Black-on-red.  The two Tsegi Orange sherds are among just four painted sherds 
in the entire study that postdate 1200, as Tsegi Orange has a production date range of 
1250-1300. 
Sources and Typologies: LA 60,010 
 I typed a total of 237 sherds from site LA 60,010, one of the residential sites on the 
west end of the Terrace Community.  These represent all existing sherds from this site.  
Of these 237 sherds, 129 were gray ware, 2 were red ware, and 106 were white ware.  
Each of those wares is discussed separately below, and Table 5-6 sets forth all ceramic 
types identified at this site.  (There was no brown ware at this site.) 
Gray Ware. 
 A total of 93% of the gray wares at this residential site were local.  About 3% were 
Chuska and 1.6% were Cibola, while 2% were Northern San Juan imports or 
indeterminate Northern San Juan sherds.  There were no Cibola Animas Variety. 
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Figure 5-3 Gray Ware at LA 60,010 
 
 
White Ware. 
As with the gray ware assemblage, local pots predominated the white ware 
assemblage.  Table 5-6 below summarizes the ceramic types identified at LA 60,010. 
A total of 85% of the pottery was local, including 7 Mancos Black-on-white 
sherds, 32 McElmo Black-on-white sherds (of which 5 were Early McElmo), 4 transitional 
McElmo/Mesa Verde Black-on-white sherds, 4 Mesa Verde Black-on-white sherds, 5 
PIII Black-on-white sherds, 1 Painted Black-on-white sherd and 37 Slipped White sherds.  
Another 12% of the white ware at this site was Cibola trade ware.  The Cibola 
ware included 1 Chaco Black-on-white sherd, 6 Chaco-McElmo Black-on-white sherds, 1 
Escavada Black-on-white sherd, 2 Gallup Black-on-white sherds, and 3 Slipped White 
sherds. 
 Less than 2% of the site’s white ware assemblage was Northern San Juan trade 
ware, including one Mancos Black-on-white sherd and one PIII Black-on-white.  There 
was also one Kayenta painted Black-on-white sherd (.94%).   
Of note was the complete lack of white ware Chuska sherds at this site.  
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Table 5-6 Sherd count of all ceramic types identified at LA 60,010 
 
Red Ware. 
 There were two red ware sherds, one of which could not be identified and one of 
which was White Mountain Puerco Black-on-red.  See Table 5.6 above.	  	  
	   63 
Sources and Typologies: LA 60,011 
 Researchers have collected only 22 sherds from this site. Of these, 13 were gray 
ware, 8 were white ware and one was brown ware.  Figure 5-7 lists all the sherds at this 
site and their types. 
Gray Ware. 
 Nine of the 13 gray ware sherds at this site were local, including eight corrugated 
sherds and one plain.  Two gray ware sherds were Cibola trade ware (one corrugated and 
one plain) and two were Northern San Juan trade ware (one corrugated and one Mancos 
Corrugated).  There were no Cibola Animas Variety sherds and also no Chuska sherds. 
White Ware. 
 The ceramic types represented in the white ware assemblage are listed in Figure 
5-7.  The white wares included 3 local sherds, one each of Mancos Black-on-white, 
McElmo Black-on-white, and untypeable slipped white.  Of the 3 Cibola sherds, two were 
Chaco-McElmo Black-on-white and one was PII Black-on-white.  Finally, there were 2 
Chuska sherds, one of which was Toadlena Black-on-white and one of which was just 
slipped white ware. 
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Table 5-7 Ceramic Types Identified at LA 60,011 
 
Brown Ware. 
 This site had one brown ware Mogollon sherd, typed as Showlow Smudged. 
Sources and Typologies: LA 60,012 
 With 577 sherds, LA 60,012’s assemblage was the largest one I analyzed.  I 
analyzed 385 gray ware sherds and 180 white ware sherds, as well as 10 brown ware and 
2 red ware sherds.   
Gray ware. 
 The gray wares from this site included 295 local sherds, 51 Chuska sherds, and 10 
Cibola sherds.  This site also had a more significant number of Northern San Juan sherds, 
with 8 clear imports and 16 indeterminate sherds.  In addition, I also identified three 
Cibola Animas Variety corrugated gray sherds in this collection.  An additional 
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corrugated gray sherd was identified as Cibola indeterminate but is probably Cibola 
Animas Variety based on the paste.  Figure 5-4 summarizes the sherd sources as a 
percentage of the total gray ware assemblage: 
Figure 5-4 Gray Ware Sourcing for LA 60,012 
 
 
White Ware. 
 Of the 141 white ware sherds at site 60,012, 136 (75.56%) were local Animas 
Variety.  These included 48 McElmo Black-on-white, of which 14 were Early McElmo.  
The local sherds also included 22 Mancos Black-on-white sherds, of which 14 were 
Dogoszhi style.  The remainder of the Animas Variety white ware sherds were 
indeterminate types such as Slipped White, Painted Black-on-white and PIII Black-on-
white. 
The assemblage also includes 18 Chuska white ware sherds (10% of the total).  
There were 5 Nava Black-on-white, 3 Chuska Black-on-white and 2 Toadlena Black-on-
white.  The remainder were indeterminate types such as Slipped White and PIII Black-
on-white. 
	   66 
Another 18 white ware sherds (10% of the total) were Cibola.  These included 5 
Chaco-McElmo Black-on-white, 4 Chaco Black-on-white, 3 Escavada Black-on-white 
and 2 Gallup Black-on-white, in addition to a number of indeterminate types such as 
Slipped White and PII Black-on-white.  There were no white ware Cibola Animas 
Variety sherds. 
A total of 2.78% of the white ware sherds were Northern San Juan trade wares 
Three Mancos Black-on-white sherds were clearly imports, while two PII Black-on-white 
sherds were indeterminate in tradition and were therefore treated as trade wares.  From 
the Kayenta, there were three Sosi Black-on-white sherds, representing 1.67% of the 
white wares.   
Table 5-8 White Ware Types at LA 60,012 
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Brown Ware. 
 LA 60,012 contained a total of 10 Mogollon Showlow Smudged sherds.  At least 
seven of these might be from a single vessel, but this could not be ascertained with 
certainty because they were highly exfoliated. 
Sources and Typologies: LA 60,020 
 The ceramic assemblage for LA 60,020, the road-side site below the great house, 
was large.  Of 331 sherds, 171 were gray ware, 154 were white ware, and 6 were red 
ware.   There were no brown ware sherds in the sample. 
Gray Ware. 
 A total of 140 of the 171 gray ware sherds were local Animas Variety, while 10 
were Chuska and another 8 were Cibola.  There were 4 Northern San Juan imports and 
another 8 Northern San Juan indeterminate sherds.  The assemblage included one gray 
ware Cibola Animas Variety sherd.  Figure 5-5 lists the sources for all the gray ware by 
percentage. 
Figure 5-5 Sources for LA 60,020 Gray Ware 
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White Ware. 
 Of 154 white ware sherds, 100 were local Animas Variety.  These included 51 
McElmo Black-on-white, of which 8 were Early McElmo. The local sherds also included 
15 Mancos Black-on-white sherds.  The latter included 4 Sosi style, 8 Dogoszhi and 1 
Reserve style.  The remaining sherds were indeterminate types. 
 The 20 Cibola white ware sherds included 3 Chaco-McElmo Black-on-white, 3 
Chaco Black-on-white, 1 Escavada Black-on-white, 1 Puerco Black-on-white and 1 
Gallup Black-on-white, in addition to a number of indeterminate types such as Slipped 
White and PII Black-on-white.   
 Notably, this site had one Cibola Animas Variety sherd, typed as Chaco-McElmo 
Black-on-white.  It also had one indeterminate Cibola sherd (i.e. I could not confidently 
say whether it was local or imported).  This sherd was PIII Black-on-white.  
 20 were Cibola and 11 were Chuska.   
This site also had a significant number of Northern San Juan sherds, with 16 
Northern San Juan trade ware sherds.  Four of these were Mancos Black-on-white, all 
Sosi style.  The remainder were mostly indeterminate styles but there were also 3 
McElmo Black-on-white.  In addition, there were also 5 indeterminate Northern San 
Juan sherds (1 McElmo Black-on-white and 4 Slipped White) that I will treat as trade 
wares. A summary of the major white ware sources, by percentage of the entire 
assemblage, is shown in Figure 5-6. 
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Figure 5-6 White Ware Assemblage at LA 60,020
 
 The white ware types at this site are extremely varied, with about 25 distinct types 
represented.  The most numerous type is Animas Variety McElmo Black-on-white, with 
51 sherds, or 33% of the total white ware assemblage.  There are also a number of 
Mancos Black-on-white specimens (15 sherds, or 9.74% of the white wares).  The white 
ware types are summarized in Table 5-9, below. 
Red Ware. 
This site’s assemblage includes six red ware sherds.  Two of these are Kayenta: 
one Tsegi Orange and one Tusayan Polychrome.  The other four red ware sherds are 
White Mountain, including one Springerville Polychrome and one Puerco Black-on-red 
as well as two indeterminate White Mountains.   The Tsegi Orange and the Springerville 
Polychrome sherds are both notable because they are among four sherds identified in this 
entire study that post-date the year 1200.  Both of these ceramic types have a production 
range of 1250-1300 (Carlson 1970; Colton 1956; Lucius and Breternitz 1992). 
 
	   70 
Table 5-9 White ware ceramic types at LA 60,020 
 
 
Summary 
 In this study, I analyzed 1467 ceramic sherds for formal and technological 
attributes and sorted them into geographically-based traditions and chronologically 
significant ceramic types.  This produced three sets of data.  First, I used the ceramic 
types to calculate mean ceramic dates for each site.  Second, I analyzed vessel form, 
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revealing a different pattern for the great house than for the other sites.  Finally, I have 
general detailed data regarding the geographical sources of pottery at different sites, 
providing a basis for comparing these five sites to each other and to other previously 
reported assemblages. 
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Chapter 6. Discussion 
 Although the ceramic assemblage has its limitations, as a surface collection of 
sherds from somewhat disturbed sites, this study begins to answer some of the research 
questions surrounding the Terrace Community of Aztec Ruins.  The key question is the 
chronology of the site, but this relates closely to larger questions about who built the site, 
about emulation, and about the planning of the Aztec Ruins cultural landscape. 
Aztec North Chronology 
The key question about the Aztec North great house is its chronology.  In 
particular, given the unusual construction of Aztec North, archaeologists have wondered 
whether it was built before Aztec West, or if there was overlap in construction and 
occupation.  The mean ceramic dates listed above do not definitively answer that 
question, but they do provide a mean date of 1104 and a standard deviation range of 
1065-1143 for the great house site.  These dates, incidentally, are not significantly 
different from the dates proposed by Stein and McKenna (1989) or those suggested by 
McKenna (1988, 1998) in his SAA presentations, but they were obtained by a different, 
quantitative method that may be more easily reproducible by ceramic analysts who lack 
Peter McKenna’s experience and expertise.15   
 The chronology is particularly important to understanding the sequence of 
construction of the Aztec complex.  Based on tree ring dates at Aztec West, it is believed 	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
15 Moreover, my work on each individual site as a separate entity does, as will be 
seen, add more fine-grained detail to differences among the various Terrace Community 
sites. 
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that a small portion of Aztec West, focused around Kiva L, was built around 1100, but 
construction on the remainder of Aztec West did not intensify until 1110, lasting until 
around 1120 (Brown et al. 2008).  If Aztec North was built around 1100, and particularly 
if using adobe allowed for rapid construction, then Aztec North likely was in place for 
some time before the major burst of construction at Aztec West.  Construction at Aztec 
East, as discussed earlier, is believed to have started only after Aztec West was largely in 
place. 
To settle questions of construction dates with more certainty, we would need tree 
ring dates, or at least a larger subsurface ceramic assemblage, from Aztec North.  In the 
absence of excavation, the ceramic dates offered here suggest that Aztec North likely 
predates Aztec West by a decade or more. 
 The mean ceramic date ranges, as well as the type counts, suggest that the Aztec 
North great house’s occupation ended by the mid-12th century.  Indeed, even the 
residential areas of the Terrace Community do not appear to be inhabited by the late 12th 
century.  All of the study sites have maximum occupation ranges of between 70 and 90 
years.  Unlike at Aztec West, there is almost nothing to suggest a significant continued 
occupation into Pueblo III times.   
Although there are a few white ware sherds from across the Terrace Community 
that have a mean date of 1200 or later, most of these have long production ranges and 
could have been made in the 12th century.  These include four Mesa Verde Black-on-
white sherds, four McElmo-Mesa Verde Black-on-white sherds at LA 60,010, and a 
number of PIII Black-on-white sherds across the Terrace Community; although these all 
have a median date of 1200 or later, their production ranges begin in the late 1100s.    
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The decorated sherds that must postdate 1200 can be counted on one hand.  From 
Aztec North, there are two Tsegi Orange sherds with a production range of 1250-1300.  
At LA 60,020, there is one additional Tsegi Orange and one Springerville Polychrome 
sherd, both with a production range of 1250-1300.   All these red wares can reasonably 
be described as rather exotic wares.  People were, of course, still living at nearby Aztec 
West in the PIII period, and the memory of Aztec North undoubtedly survived longer 
than its eroding adobe walls.  Four sherds are thin evidence for an argument about Aztec 
North’s continued meaning in the post-Chacoan period, but at least one possible 
explanation for these few later sherds is that the terrace continued to be visited, perhaps 
by people bringing special pots to a special place.  They might also be indications of 
continued use of the road or even continued habitation by a small group.  
Aztec North as Local Emulation of Chacoan Great Houses 
Theories about Aztec North and its apparently unique construction methods 
hinge in large part on the question of whether Aztec North preceded Aztec West.  If, as 
this study suggests, Aztec North was built before Aztec West, then we may indeed be 
seeing how Aztec’s relationship with Chaco developed over time.  Aztec North’s early 
date supports the theory that it is merely a facsimile of a great house in a local vernacular, 
built without the Chacoan masons who constructed Aztec West, and perhaps without 
Chacoan direction, but in any case without the kind of mobilization of labor that would 
be required for a coursed masonry great house (Brown and Paddock 2011; Van Dyke 
2008).  The workforce, expertise, or Chacoan orders arrived later, it would seem.  
On the other hand, the early dates refute Lekson’s (1999) suggestion that Aztec 
North was built later than Aztec West and represents Aztec’s post-Chaco ascendancy.  
	   75 
His suggestion that its construction represents puddled adobe, like the buildings of later 
periods at Paquimé, still remains to be tested.     
Chronological Sequences of the Terrace Community Sites 
 The date ranges reported for the five sites are long and overlapping, as shown in 
Table 6-1. 
Table 6-1 Mean Ceramic Dates and Ranges for All Study Sites   
Site Mean Ceramic Date Standard Deviation Possible Occupation Dates  
LA 5603 1104 1104±39 1065-1143 
LA 60,010 1134 1134±47 1087-1181 
LA 60,01116 1107 1107±34 1073-1141 
LA 60,012 1106 1106±38 1068-1144 
LA 60,020 1120 1120±48 1072-1168 
 
It is difficult to say with any certainty which sites were built first or when each was 
actually occupied.  However, if we assume for the sake of argument that the mean date 
itself has some significance, we can draw some tentative conclusions from this data.  First, 
the mesa-top sites may not be strictly contemporaneous with each other, as Stein and 
McKenna (1988) posited.  The mean ceramic dates make it quite possible that Aztec 
North preceded the surrounding residential community, rather than being built in an 
existing community.  Also, the residential sites have dates that are a few years apart, 
suggesting community expansion or change, with new buildings being added over time.17   
Much more work needs to be done before we can really understand the Terrace 
Community.  Although the great house is an obvious place to start, the residential 	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
16 As previously mentioned, the sample size of typeable white ware for LA 60,011 was too 
small for a reliable mean ceramic date analysis even though I looked at all sherds that 
exist for this site.   
 
17 60,011 and 60,012 are right next to each other, so we should bear in mind the 
possibility that a site was used for trash disposal after it was no longer in use as a home.   
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community surrounding it is large and well-preserved compared to valley sites in Aztec 
and the surrounding area that have been disturbed or obliterated by farming activities.   
Aztec North and the Planned Landscape of Aztec Ruins 
If Aztec North was indeed the first building at Aztec, then one obvious question is 
whether it was built with the intent of constructing an entire planned landscape around it.  
This is obviously difficult to determine without more precise dates and additional data, 
but we should take seriously the possibility that Aztec North was built at the same time—
and perhaps as part of the same construction project—as Kiva L of Aztec West.   
If so, there might have been, even at this earliest date, an intentional linkage of the 
valley and the Terrace Community as part of a single cultural landscape.  It might have 
been a different cultural landscape than what emerged later, however—Aztec North is 
almost precisely due north of Aztec West and that alignment might have been the only 
intent at the beginning.  Aztec North faces south, towards Aztec West, rather than 
towards the “center” of the Aztec West-Aztec East complex.  The later addition of Aztec 
East might have been what tipped the whole complex towards a northwesterly axis, as the 
northwest faction gained the upper hand at Aztec Ruins (Lekson 2008). 
LA 60,020 and the Planned Landscape of Aztec Ruins 
 The mean ceramic date of LA 60,020, and its highly varied assemblage, which 
also includes some of the latest sherds I analyzed, are especially intriguing.  This is the 
road-side site on the terrace below the great house, and it is significant as a Terrace 
Community site that seems to have been built with the larger cultural landscape in mind.  
Its two buildings sit on either side of a road that leads from the very center of the Aztec 
West-Aztec East complex up to Aztec North, with the ruins below clearly visible.  The 
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mean ceramic date of 1120, if taken as a construction date, could mean that this site was 
built significantly later than Aztec North and after Aztec West was largely complete.  It 
would also make its construction concurrent with the start of construction of Aztec East in 
1119 or 1120 (Brown and Paddock 2011).   
We might therefore view site LA 60,020 as being tied to the construction of Aztec 
East and, by extension, to the final implementation of a planned, symmetrical cultural 
landscape linking all of the great houses to each other.  It is entirely possible that the 
cultural landscape (and perhaps the intentional reconstruction of downtown Chaco 
Canyon) was envisioned from the very beginning of construction at Aztec Ruins, but at a 
minimum it must have been in place when construction began at Aztec East.  
Cibola Animas Variety 
As discussed above, Lori Reed has argued that Chacoan migrants are visible in 
the archaeological record at Salmon Ruins and elsewhere in the Totah, through a 
ceramic type she calls Cibola Animas Variety.  These pots have local clay and slip but use 
a sand temper and washy slip application, technological features that are characteristic of 
Cibola pottery.  
In the present Terrace Community project, I looked at well over 1000 Animas 
Variety sherds. Although I looked for characteristics of Cibola Animas Variety (and, as 
part of my training, Lori Reed also looked at many of the sherds I analyzed), I only typed 
five sherds as Cibola Animas Variety: one McElmo Black-on-white sherd and four gray 
ware sherds.  Three of these were found at LA 60,012 and two were found at LA 60,020.  
They were conspicuously absent at Aztec North itself.  Compared to Reed’s findings that 
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10% of local pottery at other Totah sites could be identified as Cibola Animas Variety, 
the Terrace Community has only miniscule amounts of Cibola Animas Variety.  
I hesitate to make too much of an absence of evidence, and even the larger 
amount of Cibola Animas Variety elsewhere in the Totah has other possible explanations 
besides migration.  But if Reed is right, this different pattern at Aztec North could be 
interpreted to mean that Chacoan migrants were absent from Aztec North and/or the 
Terrace Community and only arrived later, in conjunction with the construction of Aztec 
West.  Given all the uncertainties that remain surrounding the date ranges and the 
meaning of Cibola Animas Variety, this is highly speculative and imprecise, but the 
different patterning between Aztec North and other sites (including Aztec West) is 
undoubtedly intriguing.  The question of Aztec North’s chronology, and whether it 
significantly predates Aztec West, seems to take on increased importance insofar as this 
evidence hints that Chacoan potters were present at Aztec West and Aztec East (as well as 
at Salmon Ruins and even at earlier sites in Farmington) but not at Aztec North. 
Sources of Pottery 
 Aztec Ruins and the Totah region have traditionally been seen as part of the 
Northern San Juan region.  The work done by Lori Reed, Gary Brown, Paul Reed and 
others to distinguish Totah pottery, architecture and cultural history from Northern San 
Juan traditions has been a crucial step towards a more nuanced understanding of regional 
difference and interaction.  
The data from this study establish that there very little of the pottery in the 
Terrace Community originated in the Northern San Juan/Mesa Verde region.  Of nearly 
1500 analyzed sherds, only 42 were definitively identified as Northern San Juan trade 
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wares.  Another 36 sherds were indeterminate wares, but even treating those as trade 
wares, this came to about 5% of the total assemblage.  To the extent that pottery 
movement is indicative of cultural interconnection, this find is contrary to traditional 
archaeological understandings of Aztec Ruins as being deeply linked to the Northern San 
Juan region.   
The Terrace Community occupation seems to end by the late 12th century, so 
these sites largely predate the post-Chaco occupation at Aztec West.  However, during 
the 12th century in the Terrace Community, there was little trade with people to the 
north, and instead the focus was very much on Chacoan and, perhaps, Chuskan trade.  
Chacoan Influence at Aztec North 
This leads us to the real heart of the matter.  All of the questions about chronology 
and pottery sourcing are addressed at the bigger question of how Aztec North fits into the 
story of Chaco Canyon and its regional influence.  These surface ceramic assemblages 
can only give us limited purchase on this bigger question, but here are a few thoughts. 
The Terrace Community assemblages have plentiful Chuskan ceramics.  
Although there has been a traditional tendency to view Chuskan ceramics as markers of 
the Chaco system, as if Chuskan pottery had to have somehow come through Chaco, this 
study suggests that we should be cautious about that view.  To the extent that Aztec 
North and its community represent an emulation of Chaco at a time before Chaco really 
had a presence at Aztec, it is notable that people in the Terrace Community had plentiful 
Chuskan pottery.  At Aztec North, Chuskan wares made up nearly 16% of the total 
pottery assemblage (21% of the total gray ware and 8% of the white ware were Chuskan).  
The numbers at other Terrace Community sites are much lower: Chuskan pottery made 
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up less than 2% of the entire assemblage for LA 60,010, nearly 10% for LA 60,011, about 
12% for 60,012 and 6% for LA 60,020. 
Although there are ample Chuskan wares on these sites, they are not as ubiquitous 
as they are in Chaco Canyon sites, where Chuskan pottery may make up 30% or more of 
an assemblage (Toll and McKenna 1997).  At Pueblo Alto, 31% of pottery was Chuskan 
(Toll 1985, 1991).  Even at small sites in the canyon, Chuskan pottery made up as much 
as 17% of the total assemblage (Toll 2008).   
On the other hand, the pattern also differs significantly from sites in the La Plata 
Valley, where Chuskan wares in all periods constitute less than 1.5% of pottery (Toll 
2008).  But other sites in the Totah are closer to the Aztec North pattern: at the Sterling 
Site in Farmington, Chuskan pottery made up 12% of the total assemblage; at Box B, 
26% of pottery was Chuskan (Toll 2008).   
Cibola trade ware in the Terrace Community follows much the same pattern as 
Chuskan pottery.  Cibola pottery makes up about 15% of the Aztec North assemblage, 
6% of LA 60,010, 24% of the (extremely small) assemblage at LA 60,011, 5% at LA 
60,012 and less than 9% at LA 60,020.  At Sterling, the Cibola ceramics made up 18% of 
the assemblage (Toll 2008).   
Thus, the Terrace Community sites show signs of participation in Chuskan and 
Chacoan trade networks, to a far greater extent than La Plata Valley sites.  But there are 
clear differences between the Aztec North great house and the residential sites 
surrounding it—the great house had a far greater proportion of Chuskan and Cibola 
imports.  Of note, the road side site of LA 60,020 had low proportions of both despite its 
apparent role as something more than merely domestic. 
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The analysis of vessel form reinforces this sense that Aztec North is quite different 
from the other sites around it.  The great house, LA 5603, had a significantly larger 
proportion of jars to bowls.  This may be indicative of site activities, though it is difficult 
to discern pottery function from such small sherds, as I was unable to determine vessel 
size and recorded few instances of usewear.  However, jars could have been used for 
storage purposes (including for the transport of goods) as well as for cooking purposes.  I 
can only speculate on this point, but it seems likely that Aztec North was a place where 
people did more cooking, proportionately, than the average household and/or received 
many deliveries in jars.   
What is clear from the data is the very different pattern at Aztec North versus 
other Terrace Community sites, which in itself is suggestive of some form of relationship 
with Chaco Canyon.  Aztec North was not just a large residential site but a place with a 
fundamentally different function than other sites on the mesa top, as well as higher 
proportions of imported ceramics.  
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Chapter 7. Conclusions 
This ceramic analysis has provided preliminary data on a number of research 
questions regarding the Terrace Community in general and Aztec North in particular.  
Most significantly, it has provided date ranges for all of the sites.  The dates for Aztec 
North support the possibility that it was constructed before or contemporaneously with 
Aztec West, a chronology that is consistent with ideas of Aztec North as a local emulation 
predating Chacoan arrivals, or before Chacoans were able to fully mobilize the labor 
force necessary to build a sandstone masonry great house in a place lacking immediately 
accessible quarries.   
The dates also suggest the possibility that Aztec North was the first of the Terrace 
Community structures to be built, although this would obviously require much more 
work to confirm.  And while the precise occupation periods are uncertain, it is clear that 
habitation on the North Terrace ended by the late 1100s and at some sites (including 
Aztec North) it ended earlier, by the 1140s.  Unlike Aztec West, which has ample 
evidence of continued habitation after 1150, the Terrace Community was no longer 
inhabited in any significant way in the post-Chacoan period. 
On questions having to do with the cultural landscape, the data also provide 
intriguing hints of an early development of planned siting relationships among the great 
house. The dates for Aztec North raise the possibility that it might have been built at the 
same time as the earliest portion of Aztec West, which if true would be an indication that 
the valley and the Terrace Community were already being seen as a unified complex.  
Moreover, the data suggest that the construction history of LA 60,020 may be linked to 
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Aztec East, with this phase of construction finally bringing together the entire cultural 
landscape of Aztec Ruins to be put into place. 
Finally, the data have revealed important information about Aztec North’s 
regional orientations and relationships.  Aztec has traditionally been lumped in with the 
Northern San Juan area, and it has been assumed that people here were greatly 
influenced by people further to the north.  However, my study discerned almost no 
evidence of pottery being imported from the north.  To the contrary, what I found, 
especially at Aztec North, was a large assemblage of precisely the ceramics we would 
expect to find at a site that was tied into Chacoan exchange networks.  
The last research question, regarding who built Aztec North and why they built it 
of adobe, is difficult to fully resolve with this limited data.  However, the date ranges I 
offer support the theory that Aztec North was an early construction built before the 
arrival of the skilled masons who later worked on Aztec West.  They are consistent with 
the arguments of Van Dyke (2011) that Aztec North was an effort to expediently build a 
passable great house at a time in the absence of sufficient resources or labor for 
constructing a masonry great house.   This also does not exclude the interpretation of 
Brown and Paddock (2011) that the construction, in the local adobe style, happened 
before the arrival of Chaco migrants or craftspeople and was therefore a local emulation.  
This is also supported by the near absence of Cibola Animas Variety pottery, which is 
associated with Chaco-trained potters and which has been found in large quantities at 
Aztec West.    
What is also quite clear from the data is that Aztec North was a completely 
different kind of place than the other sites of the Terrace Community.  Not only was it 
linked into the kinds of material culture that is typical for Chacoan great houses, but it 
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also quite clearly had a very different function than the other Terrace Community sites, 
as evidenced by a very different bowl to jar ratio.  Although we may not be able to 
explain exactly what was happening at Aztec North, the ceramics confirm what the size 
and scale of the great house also suggest—that this was a building with a very specialized 
function compared to other Terrace Community sites.  Further data, including 
excavation, would be valuable for exploring all of these questions, but this study suggests 
that even surface assemblages of very small sherds can be of great value in beginning to 
interpret both the chronology and the larger questions of a site.  
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